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 The purpose of this study was to identify campus environmental predictors of 
American Indian college student involvement. The American Indian research asterisk, or 
not including American Indian data, has prevailed over student development research for 
decades.  As a result, student affairs professionals have been limited in their ability to 
develop evidence-based student development interventions for American Indian student 
involvement. This study addressed the research asterisk related to American Indian 
college student involvement through a quantitative multi-institutional study of 99 
campuses with a total of 1,931 American Indian respondents. This study confirms many 
prior research study findings with American Indian college students that were limited in 
scope and context and where findings lacked transferability. Several key findings 
emerged from this research study including the importance of pre-college involvement in 
high school academic clubs and holding leadership positions as significant predictors of 
college student involvement. Mentor relationships with faculty and student affairs staff 
were also significant predictors of American Indian student involvement indicating the 
  
importance of these types of interactions for this population. Most importantly, a sense of 
belonging for American Indian students was quantitatively confirmed as a significant 
predictor of American Indian student involvement. The concept of involvement, 
however, should not be limited by its historical on-campus context and should be viewed 
as a dynamic process whereby American Indian students are provided an opportunity to 
shape an involvement experience that helps to maintain their sense of self and identity 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 Research on college student experiences has resulted in large bodies of empirical 
evidence informing college and university communities about the complex college 
environment and its impact on student outcomes (Astin, 1982, 1984, 1993, 1996, 2001).  
Unfortunately, American Indian student data are rarely discussed in research where 
quantitative data are reported by race or ethnicity, thereby limiting understanding of 
American Indian college student experiences (Larimore & McClellan, 2005; Lowe, 
2005). As outlined below, one of the complicating factors helping to explain this 
phenomenon is that American Indians represent only 1.1%, or 181,100, of the 18 million 
students attending college in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES], 2009).  Research on college student experiences has become increasingly 
important for helping institutions develop effective policies and programmatic 
interventions to support collegiate success for historically underrepresented and less 
visible student populations, especially at predominantly White institutions. 
 A specific complicating factor related to understanding the American Indian 
college student experience through research occurs when American Indian data are 
collected, at the institutional or national levels, and then reported alongside other racial 
and ethnic groupings. Among racial/ethnic data groupings, American Indian data often 
become statistically powerless and therefore unreliable in comparison. Subsequently, 
American Indian data are generally not reported or discussed within quantitative research 
findings. This phenomenon often results in quantitative data invisibility that has been 
referred to as the “American Indian research asterisk” (Garland, 2007, p. 612).  Asterisk 
associated research language, such as “not statistically significant” (Lowe, 2005, p. 39) 
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when referring to American Indian data, is increasingly challenged by American Indian 
scholars and researchers (Tierney, 1992). Since the overall American Indian population is 
likely to remain steady as a proportion of the U.S. population for the near future, their 
statistical power within quantitative studies will likely remain an ongoing challenge. 
Thus, new research approaches should be explored to address the many existing research 
gaps especially as they relate to American Indian college students. One method is to take 
the American Indian data that were collected among other racial/ethnic groups and 
analyze it separately so that findings may be reported.  As a result of this ongoing 
research challenge, most published studies focusing on American Indian college students 
tend to be qualitative and institution specific and may lack a transferable quality (Pavel, 
1998). Although qualitative studies are immensely useful, there are few national studies 
from which to build a research base. This study’s use of a national data set directly 
addresses this issue by focusing solely on American Indian college student data. Further, 
this study attempts to address a critical gap in the research related to understanding 
American Indian college student involvement experiences. 
 The purpose of this multi-institutional quantitative study is to identify campus 
environmental variables that may contribute to American Indian student involvement in 
college.  Involvement is an important variable to study because it directly contributes to 
student learning, which is a key collegiate outcome (Astin, 1985; Fischer  2007; Hoffman 
2002;  Moore, Lovell, McGann, & Wyrick, 1998) for all students, including American 
Indians (Lundberg, 2007). College involvement is typically explored as an independent 
environmental variable and predictor of positive collegiate outcomes such as student 
success. However, there are no recent national studies that have explored factors that may 
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directly lead to campus involvement as a dependent variable with American Indian 
student data. Therefore, this study will seek to identify predictive variables related to 
college involvement for American Indians in an effort to remove one of the college 
experience “research asterisks.” 
Researcher’s Context, Background, and Beliefs  
  This section includes a first person narrative of the author’s background 
providing insight into the worldview and lens by which this study was conceived and 
conducted.  My time as a doctoral student at the University of Maryland has been one of 
the most extraordinary events of my life. Having lived and grown up in rural Oklahoma, 
just a few miles from where the Choctaw Garland family ended their long walk from 
Mississippi in 1834 on what came to be known as the Choctaw Trail of Tears. I did not 
realize how different my life experiences had been from others until I moved to 
Maryland. I will first provide some background contextual information about myself in 
order to better understand my perspective as a doctoral student and researcher.  
 After high school, I attended a residential two year college close enough to home 
that I could continue working at my hometown job on the weekends, but far enough away 
that daily commuting was not convenient for a full-time student.  I chose the Choctaw 
Nation affiliated Eastern Oklahoma State “junior” College because I received a jazz 
saxophone scholarship as a result of an early commitment I had made to middle school 
music classes. I have come to understand that my journey to college began in middle 
school with my parents’ early awareness of the importance of a college education and an 
attachment to my alto sax with both eventually providing the money and encouragement I 
needed to make it to college. In college, I became very involved in campus programs and 
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activities holding several student leadership positions, in both academic and social 
organizations and as a student government association officer. I eventually transferred to 
Northeastern State University (NSU) in Tahlequah, Oklahoma, home of the Cherokee 
Nation, once again choosing a college that was close enough to home but far enough 
away that daily commuting was inconvenient. NSU was originally founded as the 
Cherokee Female Seminary in the mid 1800s following the Cherokee Trail of Tears and 
later became a teacher’s college.  Today, NSU is a master’s level regional state university 
with strong ties to its past teacher’s college identity and to the Cherokee Nation.  
 More American Indians graduate with bachelor’s degrees from NSU than any 
other university in the United States (Diverse Issues in Higher Education, 2009). 
However, NSU often seems more like a predominately White institution than one with so 
many Native Americans. During my time at NSU, I learned what it was like to be 
involved as a Lambda Chi Alpha fraternity member, to realize the unearned benefits of 
being able to pass as White during the winter months when my skin was lighter, and to 
begin exploring my identities and the many developmental milestones a traditional age 
college student may encounter. It was also there that I became interested in student affairs 
as a profession following my student employment experiences in a vice president’s office 
and later as a full-time staff member in the president’s office. While there, I also 
experienced the shock of seeing a campus celebratory Cherokee cultural symbol 
desecrated by a group of White fraternity men and a “Redmen” themed athletics 
department. Those early experiences that, at the time, I believed to be typical for all 
college students, I have come to know as uniquely Oklahoma, Cherokee, and Choctaw 
college experiences.  
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 My undergraduate experiences in Tahlequah ranged from becoming friends with 
the airplane pilot of  Chief Wilma Mankiller of the Cherokee Nation, to becoming an 
acquaintance of Chief Mankiller as I was frequently invited to “co-pilot” in-state flights 
for the Chief where she was attending meetings or giving speeches. I also had the 
privilege of working at the Cherokee Nation Tribal headquarters on weekends as a clerk 
in the Registration Department where I processed Cherokee membership applications and 
family genealogy forms. At the same time, I was also working as an assistant to NSU’s 
president while I began my master’s classes in student personnel services. Collectively 
these experiences, in addition to my precollege experiences, provided me with a unique 
lens through which I viewed the college experience when I accepted admission at 
Maryland.  At Maryland, I was introduced to many new viewpoints and a new language 
for explaining certain phenomena related to college student development and higher 
education frameworks. From the members of my dissertation committee, who were 
specifically chosen because of their influence on my own thinking, to Black feminist 
scholars such as Bonnie Thornton Dill and bell hooks, and to others such as Paulo Freire, 
Devon Abbott Mihesuah, and Willian G. Tierney, each having influenced my approach to 
understanding higher education contexts and college student experiences.  
 I want to specifically mention the influence of William G. Tierney on my early 
and current thinking. Recently I reread his 1992 text, Official Encouragement, 
Institutional Discouragement: Minorities in Academe – The Native American Experience. 
At the time it was published, it was a groundbreaking addition to the literature on 
American Indians in academe and an example of the relatively new application of critical 
theory in the context of higher education organizations. He specifically used critical 
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theory as a lens for examining higher education institutions and their interactions with 
American Indians. In speaking about researchers from a critical theory perspective, 
Tierney (1992) wrote, “The assumptions of critical theory are that social scientists are 
embedded in the contexts and structures they investigate; they are never free from the 
subjectivities and values that inform their investigation. No one stands removed from the 
world he or she studies; in effect, no one is an objective observer” (p. 34). I agree with 
Tierney completely on this point and believe all higher education research should come 
with such a disclaimer if this type of self-disclosure is not obvious. Based on his work, I 
believe exploring self as researcher in relation to the higher education context is 
necessary for higher education research to be fully congruent and I appreciate my 
committee’s encouragement to make this type of addition in a study whose methods 
would otherwise not encourage disclosure of the researcher’s personal context. 
 I also believe that higher education research for, with, and about American 
Indians is at a crossroads. For example, can quantitative research be an effective 
approach to understanding the American Indian college student experience? Or should 
we foreclose on this approach since it has not served American Indian students well in 
the past? I believe research related to American Indian college students should be 
uniquely focused on American Indian student experiences whereby the research study 
participants’ voices become the catalyst for change in higher education systems and 
structures. Unfortunately American Indian voices are rarely heard through quantitative 
research. As pointed out in this study, American Indian voices are starkly missing from 
many areas of current higher education research, especially when considering 
quantitative studies. There are published narratives of American Indian college student 
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experiences and several qualitative research studies from recent years highlighting the 
American Indian student experience, yet most seem to have received little practical notice 
across predominantly White institutions. This research study attempts to explore 
American Indian student experiences through a quantitative analysis with an American 
Indian voice. It is hoped that this approach for highlighting American Indian student 
experiences is viewed as a collective piece of the broad research puzzle that in turn 
supports many prior qualitative studies exploring American Indian college student 
experiences.  
  Since Tierney’s (1992) important work about American Indians in academe was 
published, one could argue not much has really changed since his book hit the library 
shelves. In his 1992 text, Tierney quotes existing research pointing to dismal statistics 
related to high school and college completion rates for American Indians. At that time it 
was estimated that only 40% of American Indians who graduated from high school would 
go to college and of those only 15% would reach college graduation. Unfortunately these 
numbers are only marginally better than they were 20 years ago (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2009).  Certainly, I could go into all the sad and deficit-focused 
numbers related to today’s American Indian higher education experience as Tierney did; 
however, I do not find this a good or efficient use of my physical or psychological energy 
as a researcher. Rather, what I have learned from the published research over the past 20 
years is that new research and practice approaches continue to be necessary in an attempt 
to address the widening research gap for understanding the experiences of American 
Indian college students. I have chosen to take the parts of past research I believe are 
useful and necessary and use those findings to move research into action where it is 
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needed.  Since 2004 I have been presenting at national conferences and discussing 
research issues related to the American Indian asterisk. The asterisk language has taken 
root and new projects are growing from these seeds including a newly contracted book on 
the horizon titled Beyond the Asterisk: Understanding Native Students in Higher 
Education of which I will be a contributing author and have been asked to write the 
foreword. These are positive signs indeed, and proof, along with this dissertation, that 
momentum may finally be on the side of American Indian college students.  
 It is tempting to want to settle into the comfort of Tierney’s 20-year-old narrative 
about the oppressive higher education organization; how it needs to be changed to 
become suitable for American Indian students to succeed; and then to “ask” that higher 
education organizations adopt new ways of thinking or to address their Euro-centric 
oppressive frameworks. I understand that Tierney was using the American Indian 
experience as an example of where higher education organizations need transformation. I 
agree that these issues are real and exist, but I also believe transformation is occurring, 
but at a pace not suitable for improving today’s American Indian student experiences. 
Therefore this quantitative study, while using existing frameworks, is viewed critically 
from an American Indian researcher perspective with American Indian respondent data in 
an effort to address today’s research gaps while trying to positively affect the American 
Indian college student experience in more immediate and practical ways.  
 As a practical matter, the urgency for informing student development and higher 
education research and practice with American Indian students has continued for too 
long.  My prior experiences as a student affairs administrator, an American Indian 
Student Union student group advisor, the first instructor for an American Indian 
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Leadership course (all at the University of Maryland), and now as tenure track faculty at 
Alabama State University (a Historically Black Institution), provide me with a unique 
perspective from which to view research related to the American Indian college student 
experience. 
Defining and Identifying American Indian College Students 
 
 The most widely used nomenclature describing people of indigenous ancestry 
within the current United States of America include the terms Native American, 
American Indian, and Alaska Native. For consistency and clarity, this study uses the term 
American Indian as inclusive of the terms Native American, Native, Indian, Alaska 
Native, or other indigenous peoples of the United States (Pavel, 1999). However, it is 
important to note that American Indians may prefer to self-identify with their tribal status 
rather than broad pan-ethnic identities such as American Indian (Horse, 2001).  
 The development of various identities, especially racial identity, among 
traditional age college students is an important and complex experience (Evans, Forney, 
& Guido-DeBrito, 1998; Jones & McEwen, 2000; McEwen, 2003; Torres, Jones & Renn, 
2009). Complexities surrounding identity are also true for American Indian college 
students (Garroute, 2003; Horse, 2001, 2005). Students identifying as American Indian 
may be less visible by others on campus as compared to members of other racial or ethnic 
groups whose physical characteristics may be less ambiguous, such as phenotype. 
American Indians are often visually identified by others as being White, Hispanic, or 
Black depending on their regional origins and lived experiences, without regard to their 
individual preference for racial categorization (Garroute, 2003). This issue is especially 
problematic when American Indians are visually (mis)identified by others for research 
10 
 
purposes or anecdotal data gathering. Freeman and Fox (2005) refer to research 
inaccuracies related to American Indian identity as racial identity instability and suggest 
that research study participant identification by others and racial identity questions posed 
by researchers in interviews can influence the respondents’ racial identification. For 
example, many American Indians report multiracial identities (U.S. Census, 2005), yet 
may hold distinct ethnic identities such as tribal affiliation that may not be captured 
within research data. The psychosocial and historical complexities related to American 
Indian racial identity often complicate American Indian visibility on college campuses 
(Horse, 2005; U.S. Census, 2005).  Although less directly true of today’s college 
students, American Indian identity has been complicated by U.S. governmental policies 
from early colonization through the 1960s.  In fact, past U.S. policy toward American 
Indians was to force their assimilation into White/Euro-American culture through 
mechanisms such as mandatory boarding school participation and forced relocations, 
among others (Takaki, 1993). Although these government policies were abandoned in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s, they continue to influence how American Indian families and 
individuals identify racially, ethnically, and culturally.   
 The cross-sectional nature of this research study cannot, nor attempts to, measure 
the respondents’ racial identity development during college. American Indian participants 
in this study have self-reported their racial category(ies) as is afforded to all other 
racial/ethnic groups. Therefore all American Indian respondents are included as there is 
no basis in the literature to separate American Indians by those who marked this racial 
category solely or marked it with another race. Further, there is evidence that “blood 
quantum” or percentage of “Indian blood” is not a factor in shaping American Indian 
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college student experiences (Hoover, & Jacobs, 1992) as may be commonly perceived by 
others as a proxy for American Indian identity. That is not to say within group differences 
may not exist around phenotype or other attributes, but rather, as a group, American 
Indians do share common experiences regardless of their other identities. 
 
Involvement in College 
 
 Astin (1984) has defined and quantified involvement as the amount of psychic 
and physical energy a student invests in his or her collegiate experience.  Specifically, the 
more students are involved in college the more likely they are to succeed (Astin, 1993; 
Pascarela & Terenzini, 1991). Involvement includes both social (e.g., fraternity member, 
American Indian student club officer) and academic activities (e.g., time spent studying, 
research projects), which are not necessarily mutually exclusive (e.g., chairing a math 
club team project for an intercollegiate competition). 
 Academic-related involvement tends to be an important factor when considering 
student learning and success outcomes, yet co-curricular student experiences are viewed 
by students as having similar importance (Astin, 1993).  As higher education’s student 
involvement and engagement practices are increasingly focused on the whole student, the 
distinction between types of academic and social involvement is increasingly blurred, 
especially within the context of learning (American College Personnel Association 
[ACPA] & National Association of Student Personnel Administrators [NASPA], 1997). 
Founded on empirical research, Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement is intended to 
provide a framework for connecting student actions to outcomes. Factors related to the 
campus environment become key for understanding how students are (or are not) 
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involved on campus. For example, when considering a student’s pre-college background, 
incoming skill set and experiences, what is it then about the college environment that 
influences student involvement? Although the traditional construction of student 
involvement is employed as the guiding framework for this study, it is examined from a 
critical perspective when notions of involvement do not fit with American Indian 
experiences. Therefore, if and when the traditional construct of involvement does not 
seem to fit the American Indian student experience, the response is focused on 
appropriate developmental higher education responses to changing the campus 
involvement environment and not changing the student. 
 The terms involvement, engagement, and integration are increasingly used 
interchangeably by higher education practitioners and researchers (Wolf-Wendel, Ward, 
& Kinzie, 2009). However, important distinctions exist among the concepts connected to 
each theory or construct and care should be taken to use the terms properly, especially by 
researchers (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  The distinctions between these terms are fully 
outlined in Chapter 2. This study, however, specifically focuses on American Indian 
student involvement.  
 
American Indian Student Involvement 
 
American Indian college students are often described as resilient, involved, 
successful and persistent in research studies conducted at mostly Tribal colleges and a 
few predominantly White institutions in the southwest (Benjamin, Chambers, & 
Reiterman, 1993; Jackson et al., 2003; Shotton, Oosahwe, & Cintron, 2007). However 
true these descriptions may be, evidence suggests American Indian students continue to 
succeed, or graduate, at rates lower than all other racial and ethnic groups in college 
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today (NCES, 2009). As previously mentioned, American Indians comprise 1.1% 
(181,000) of the total college and university enrollment in the United States (NCES, 
2009). Sixty-one percent of American Indian college students identify as women. 
Seventy-nine percent (13,600) of the 17,300 students attending tribally controlled 
colleges and universities identify as American Indian (NCES, 2009); thus over 90% of 
American Indian college students attend predominantly White institutions (PWIs).  
 Although there are obvious statistical reasons for why the numbers of American 
Indian college students account for small campus populations, perceptions of campus 
climate may also play a role related to American Indian invisibility, especially at 
predominantly White campuses (Loo & Rolison, 1986). Further, the perception of an 
inhospitable campus climate may limit the degree to which student involvement occurs 
(Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1998). One possible variable affecting the 
American Indian college student experience related to involvement may a simple lack of 
campus compositional representation (Milem, Chang, & Antonio, 2005). In other words, 
American Indians students may not see or have an opportunity to interact with other 
American Indians and therefore not may feel welcomed on campus. 
 
Statement of the Problem and Research Questions 
 
 Most studies on American Indian student campus involvement are qualitative in 
nature, single-campus studies (often at tribal colleges), region specific and tribe specific. 
Therefore, they may lack either a transferable or generalizable quality (Brown & 
Robinson Kurpius, 1997; Jackson & Smith, 2001; Jackson, Smith, & Hill, 2003; Lowe, 
2005; Pavel & Padilla, 1993; Tippeconic Fox, 2005). Only two quantitative studies were 
found in the literature from the past decade that specifically focused on American Indian 
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college student involvement (Lundberg, 2007; Lundberg, Schreiner, Hovaguimian, & 
Slavin-Miller, 2007). However, these studies discuss involvement as an environmental 
independent variable and not as a desired collegiate outcome or dependent variable. 
Further, although there have been several recent studies exploring involvement variables 
for students of color using large quantitative data sets, those studies did not include 
American Indians (Baker, 2008; Fischer, 2007; Hoffman, 2002).  In prior research related 
to American Indian college students, types of involvement are often employed as campus 
environmental variables that support outcomes related to student success. However, 
existing research does not inform student affairs professionals as to what types of 
interactions may lead to increased levels of American Indian student involvement, 
especially for those at predominantly White institutions. If higher education 
professionals, through a national quantitative research study, had baseline data from 
which to inform their developmental interventions for American Indian college student 
involvement, administrative decisions and resource allocations may be more effectively 
made. Therefore, this study modifies the I-E-O framework guiding this study in an 
attempt to identify campus environmental variables that may predict American Indian 
student college involvement with a goal of increasing campus involvement opportunities 
and ultimately collegiate success for American Indian students. There are two research 
questions guiding this quantitative study: 
1. Is there a significant relationship between American Indian compositional   
 campus representation and their level of involvement? 
 









 The benefits of a college education are generally well established, yet college 
administrators continue seeking evidence-based data to inform resource allocations for 
improving college experience outcomes. One of the most productive uses of limited 
research resources should be focused on determining how the college involvement 
environment influences key college outcomes (Astin, 1984, 2001). Astin (2001) stated 
“the real issue in research on college impact is to determine what difference college 
attendance makes in the development of the individual” (p. 5).  Guiding this study is 
Astin’s (1984) operationalized involvement theory known as the Input-Environments-
Outcomes (I-E-O) framework, also called the college impact model (Astin, 1984).     
 The I-E-O  model has been revised and cultivated over the past four decades 
while the basic premise remains constant (Astin, 1962, 1970a, 1970b, 1977, 1991). 
“Studying student development with the I-E-O model provides educators, students, and 
policy makers with a better basis for knowing how to achieve desired educational 
outcomes” (Astin, 2001, p. 7).  The model guiding this study requires the researcher to 
control for pre-college characteristics so that college environment variables may be 
connected to collegiate outcomes. These characteristics, known as inputs, are those that 
students bring with them to the college environment, such as high school involvement, 
gender, and race/ethnicity. Astin (2001) specifically stated that “our assessment of how 
outcomes are affected by environments will be biased unless we measure and control for 
as many student input characteristics as possible” (p. 14). The environmental component 
of the I-E-O model includes students’ exposure to the college environment through peers, 
faculty, student development programs and interventions, institutional policies, type, size, 
16 
 
and campus climate, for example. Outcome(s) are simply the change students experience 
as a result of engaging the environment. Using the I-E-O model, researchers may attempt 
to measure student change by comparing output(s) with inputs. Researchers may modify 
the I-E-O model in an attempt to predict a certain outcome based on campus 
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Summary of Methods 
 
 This quantitative study employs a secondary data analysis from two existing 
national data sets, the Multi-institutional Study of Leadership (MSL) and the Integrated 
Post Secondary Education Data System (IPEDS). These data sources are used in a causal 
comparative design for this study. Pearson correlation will be utilized to test for question 
one, and hierarchical multiple regression analysis for question two. The MSL data 
provide the American Indian student involvement variables for both questions, and the 
IPEDS provides the MSL corresponding institutional American Indian student 
compositional data. The majority of data for this study are derived from the MSL, a 
cross-sectional survey research study, considered the largest of its kind on student 
leadership development (Dugan, Komives, & Segar, 2009). 
 Data collected through the MSL were selected for use with this particular study 
for two primary reasons. First, the 2009 MSL has a relatively large American Indian 
college student sample of 1,959 participants. Second, relevant involvement variable data 
required for a college impact study were collected in the MSL. The conceptual nature of 
the MSL allows for data analyses in this study to measure the levels of involvement while 
controlling for participants’ pre-college involvement.  
 When considering the variables for this study, the 2009 MSL data set was 
expected to be sufficient and robust for the American Indian student sample. The 2009 
MSL included 104 participating institutions from across the United States, Canada, and 
Mexico. One institution was unable to fully participate resulting in 103 institutions 




Institutions represented in the MSL vary across institutional type, size, and 
population served.  Of the 101 participating institutions, 50% were public, 43% research 
(extensive and intensive), 36% masters, and 19% baccalaureate and 2% were associate. 
Two-year colleges were removed from the sample resulting in a total of 99 campuses 
represented in this study. Two of the participating institutions were HBCU’s, three were 
women’s colleges and two were Hispanic-serving institutions. There were no Tribal 
colleges or American Indian serving institutions represented in this study. However, the 
National Center for Education Statistics (2009) reports that 92 % of American Indian 
college students attend non-Tribal and non-American Indian serving institutions. Since 
this study seeks to examine the level of involvement of American Indian college students, 
the MSL data set provides robust representation of American Indian students across 
varying types, sizes, and locations of institutions. 
 The MSL American Indian sample size for this study’s quantitative analysis is 
3.05 times larger than the most recent quantitative research study (N=643) on American 
Indian student involvement (Lundberg, 2007).  The MSL American Indian student 
participant sample size of 2.07% is significantly larger than American Indian 
representation in higher education nationally, which is 1.1% (NCES, 2009). The large 
sample size of American Indians should contribute to greater external validity for 
population generalization (Suter, 2006) than has been available for previous studies with 
American Indian students. 
Ethical Research and American Indians 
 
 As a researcher of college students who also holds dual citizenship status in two 
sovereign nations, the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma and the Unites States of America 
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respectively, I am acutely aware of concerns related to the ethical treatment of American 
Indian research participants and their data. Following decades of well-documented 
unethical treatment and exploitation of American Indian research participants and 
subjects (Mihesuah, 2004; Mihesuah & Wilson, 2005), several contemporary American 
Indian scholars suggest the use of specific ethical standards when conducting research 
involving American Indians (Deloria, 2004; Mihesuah, 2004; Mihesuah & Wilson, 2005; 
Tuhiwai-Smith, 2006). From this emerging literature base related to the proper use and 
treatment of American Indian data by researchers, I have developed an ethical research 
framework for this study that may be replicated (and updated) with future studies with 
American Indian college students. At the end of Chapter 2, I provide a review of the 
relevant literature on ethical treatment standards of American Indian data and in Chapter 
3, I provide an outline of how this study meets these standards.  
 The purpose of integrating this particular research strand throughout this study  is 
done in an attempt to model ethical research practices one may consider when collecting, 
analyzing, and discussing American Indian data.  This model does not imply a one-size-
fits-all approach, especially when considering the specific needs of each American Indian 
community or those related to national or cross-tribal studies.  However, there are 
commonly accepted standards that should be considered when working with American 
Indian data.  One of the most important components, I believe, is related to cultural 
competence. Specific competencies, again, are not necessarily global, or pan-ethnic, and 
should be viewed in the context of each study. As a member of the Choctaw Nation of 
Oklahoma, although I may share common colonial experiences with those from other 
tribal affiliations, I know that each Western Hemisphere indigenous tribe has its own 
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culture, history, and often its own language. At the tribal level, competencies will likely 
be specific to the tribe as it relates to the context of the study (e.g., Osage nation members 
and diabetes research). In the context of college campuses and the experiences of 
American Indian college students, competencies may include a deep understanding of the 
American Indian college student experience and a strong background in multicultural 
student development, among others.  
 As someone who studies, works with, and teaches college students I have often 
struggled with the lack of data and best practices related to American Indian college 
students. At times, the lack of information available to guide college student educators, 
both in and out of the classroom, can be overwhelming. Typically, one becomes 
overwhelmed with too much information or data, but in the case of American Indian 
college students, educators may become overwhelmed by the sheer lack of information to 
support their work.  With so many research studies being conducted by college student 
development and higher education researchers many research gaps are quickly being 
filled. However, as previously mentioned the research with American Indian college 
student experiences remains very limited and is often campus specific. With so few 
American Indians as a proportion of the population, and subsequently on college 
campuses, the potential for research studies to include American Indians when comparing 
students by race/ethnicity remains unlikely, especially within quantitative studies. So this 
study simply attempts to help fill an existing quantitative research gap on American 
Indian college student involvement while integrating an ethical research approach to 





Significance of Study 
 
 The results from this study will make significant contributions to the research 
with American Indian college student involvement. The use of a national multi-
institutional data set with a large sample of American Indian participants will be the 
largest study of its type. Due to the large sample size, findings from this study may be 
more generalizable than any other research about American Indian student experiences. 
Further, the involvement model presented here addresses an important missing link in the 
involvement research chain with American Indian college students. Lundberg’s (2007) 
foundational study on the effect of American Indian student involvement on specific 
learning outcomes begins with students who are already involved. Currently, there are no 
multi-institutional studies with large American Indian samples that provide evidence 
predicting what types of campus environmental variables lead to American Indian 
involvement, which this study does. Throughout this study, I identified key ethical 
practices related to American Indians and their data, and provided a new model for 




 This study seeks to make a contribution to the involvement research with 
American Indian college students by conducting a study using a large national data set 
sample of American Indian college students.  Guided by Astin’s (1993) college impact 
model, this study’s framework provides a widely accepted method for testing this study’s 
hypotheses. The large American Indian student sample size gathered from across 99 
institutions should provide useful information that could be more generalizable than with 
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past studies on American Indian student involvement. The next chapter provides a review 













































CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
 Studying American Indian college student involvement necessitates a thorough 
review of the related literature. In this chapter I review theories related to college student 
involvement, with an overview of American Indian college students followed by a review 
of the extant research related to factors influencing American Indian college student 
involvement. Astin’s (1993) inputs-environment-outcome framework organizes this 
study’s research analysis of known factors influencing American Indian student 
involvement. For clarity and consistency, the order of these factors, later referred to as 
variables, will follow a similar outline in Chapter 3. This chapter concludes with a review 
of extant literature related to generally accepted ethical practices for conducting research 
with American Indians and their data.  
College Student Involvement 
 This section will outline the theory of student involvement, and an overview of 
the constructs and uses of involvement, engagement, and integration.  
Theory of Involvement 
 Astin (1975, 1984) defines and quantifies involvement as the amount of psychic 
and physical energy a student invests in college.  Overall, the more students are involved 
in college the more likely they are to succeed (Astin, 1993; Pascarela & Terenzini, 1991). 
Involvement includes both social (e.g., sorority, psychology club) and academic activities 
(e.g., time spent studying, research team involvement), which are not always mutually 
exclusive (e.g., chairing an engineering club team project for an intercollegiate 
competition). The extant research on student involvement focuses mostly on co-curricular 
involvement’s direct and indirect effects on student learning and success (Fischer, 2007; 
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Hoffman, 2002; Moore, Lovell, McGann, & Wyrick, 1998; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 
Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kenzie, 2009).   
 As one might expect, academic involvement tends to be an important factor when 
considering student learning and success outcomes, yet co-curricular student experiences 
are also viewed by students as important to their college experience (Astin, 1993).  As 
higher education’s student involvement and engagement practices are increasingly 
focused on the overall student experience, the distinction between types of academic and 
social involvement is increasingly blurred, especially within the context of learning 
(American College Personnel Association [ACPA] & National Association of Student 
Personnel Administrators [NASPA], 1997). Based on empirical research, Astin’s (1984) 
theory of involvement is intended to provide a framework for linking student actions to 
outcomes. From this perspective, factors related to the campus environment become key 
for understanding how students are (or are not) involved on campus. In other words, 
when considering a student’s pre-college background, incoming skill set and experiences, 
how does the college environment influence student involvement? For example, does 
involvement increase for American Indian students if there is a greater number of 
American Indians on campus? Do high levels of faculty-student interaction outside the 
classroom increase American Indian students’ involvement on campus?   
 Measuring college student experiences becomes a particularly salient goal when 
considering campus populations who have been historically underrepresented in 
institutions of higher education, especially for those attending predominantly White 
institutions (Astin, 1982; Jackson, et al., 2003; Pike, Kuh, & Gonyea, 2003, 2007). In 
fact, Pike et al. (2003) found that racial minority students attending predominantly White 
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institutions tend to be more involved than their White counterparts. However, this finding 
did not differentiate between racial minority groups, and so the authors suggested further 
research was needed to explore each minority group’s experiences. Understandably, 
current student experience research results are often used to inform student development 
practice through new and revised interventions for decreasing involvement barriers, 
especially among historically underrepresented students in college.  As many student 
involvement researchers have noted, there are few studies related to smaller campus 
populations, such as American Indians, and therefore more research is needed to fully 
inform student development practice (Lowe, 2005). 
Involvement, Engagement, and Integration 
 The terms involvement, engagement and integration are increasingly used 
interchangeably by higher education practitioners and researchers (Wolf-Wendel et al, 
2009). However, important differences exist among the concepts connected to each 
theory or construct. Care should be taken to use the terms properly, especially by 
researchers (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  Simply stated, involvement includes actions 
students take to become involved in college (Astin 1984, 1991); engagement is an 
institution’s practice(s) for engaging and seeking student participation (Astin, 1984; Kuh, 
2001, 2005; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt & Associates, 2005; Pace, 1984), and integration focuses 
on how students fit (or do not) with their campus environment through retention, in 
particular (Tinto, 1986, 1993).  The concept of integration has been criticized as it relates 
to American Indian and other racial/ethnic campus populations (Tierney, 1992, 1993a, 
1993b). As a result, Tinto’s (1993) concept of social and academic integration has been 
modified to be more inclusive and less assimilative (Rendon, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000). 
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 Although the concepts of involvement, engagement, and integration often overlap 
in the existing literature, especially between engagement and involvement, it is important 
to make distinctions in research. This study of American Indian student involvement will 
pay particular attention to addressing the large void of research on this topic by focusing 
on predictors of American Indian involvement and drawing from the relevant 
engagement, involvement, and academic success literature where they have been used 
interchangeably. As will be established in this chapter, higher education practices are 
generally not well informed by generalizable student development research with 
American Indian students particularly when it comes to their college involvement.  
Inputs-Environment-Outcomes (I-E-O) Model 
 Astin (1984) operationalized his involvement theory into an Input-Environments-
Outcomes framework, also called the college impact model (1977), and this model is 
utilized as a guide for this study.  Astin (2001) states “the real issue in research on college 
impact is to determine what difference college attendance makes in the development of 
the individual” (p. 5).  A necessary element related to measuring the impact of college on 
students requires controlling for their pre-college student characteristics. One may 
suppose it might be easier to simply compare those who do not go to college with those 
who do for determining the impact of college on students.  However, this idea quickly 
succumbs to the reality that comparing the experiences of college going and non-college 
going students becomes meaningless in this context (Astin, 2001).  The benefits of a 
college education are generally well established, yet college administrators continue 
seeking evidence-based data to inform resource allocations for improving college 
experience outcomes and benefits. One of the most productive uses of limited research 
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resources should focus on determining how the college involvement environment 
influences key college outcomes (Astin, 1984, 2001).  
 The I-E-O  model has been revised and cultivated over the past decades while the 
basic premise remains constant (Astin, 1962, 1970a, 1970b, 1977, 1991, 1993, 1996, 
2001): “Studying student development with the I-E-O model provides educators, 
students, and policy makers with a better basis for knowing how to achieve desired 
educational outcomes” (Astin, 2001, p. 7).  The I-E-O college impact model requires the 
researcher to control for pre-college characteristics. These characteristics, known as 
inputs here, are those that students bring with them to the college environment, such as 
high school involvement, gender, race/ethnicity, and others. Astin (2001) specifically 
stated that “our assessment of how outcomes are affected by environments will be biased 
unless we measure and control for as many student input characteristics as possible” (p. 
14). The environmental component of the I-E-O model includes the student’s exposure to 
the college environment through peers, faculty, student development programs and 
interventions, institutional policies, type, size, and campus climate. Outcome(s) are the 
change students experience as a result of engaging with the environment. Using the I-E-O 
model, researchers may attempt to measure student change by comparing output(s) with 
inputs. Modifications to the traditional I-E-O model are often made in an attempt to 
predict a certain outcome based on campus environmental variables. This is known as a 
modified college impact model which is employed with this study.  
American Indian College Students 
American Indians are not a homogenous group as is often believed, yet American 
Indians often have share experiences as many indigenous tribes in the United States tend 
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to have more in common with one another than with other groups. Overall, American 
Indian college students have been described as involved and persistent in the limited 
existing literature and research studies that were conducted at mostly Tribal colleges and 
a few predominantly White institutions in the Southwest (Benjamin, Chambers, & 
Reiterman, 1993; Jackson, et al., 2003; Shotton, et al., 2007). However true these 
descriptions of success may be, evidence suggests American Indian students continue to 
succeed at rates lower than all other racial and ethnic groups in college today indicating 
that college involvement activities, among other variables, require further study (NCES, 
2009). Demographically, American Indians comprise 1.1% (181,000) of the total U.S. 
college and university enrollment (NCES, 2009), and 61% identify as women. Seventy-
nine percent of the 17,300 students attending tribally controlled colleges and universities 
identify as American Indian (NCES). These data challenge the common misperception 
that most American Indians attend Tribal colleges or that all students at Tribal colleges 
are American Indians. As stated earlier, over 90% of American Indians attend PWIs. 
Another common misperception about American Indian college students is that most live 
on land reserves, or reservations. In fact 84% of American Indians reside outside of land 
reserves in urban and other rural areas (United States Census, 2005).  
Most studies on American Indian student involvement tend to be qualitative in 
nature, single-campus studies (often Tribal colleges), region specific, tribe specific, and 
while informative, do not possess easily transferable results (Brown & Robinson Kurpius, 
1997; Jackson & Smith, 2001; Jackson et al., 2003; Lowe, 2005; Pavel, 1999; Pavel & 
Padilla 1993; Tippeconic Fox, 2005). With only two quantitative studies found in the 
literature from the past decade specifically focused on American Indian college student 
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involvement (Lundberg, 2007; Lundberg et al., 2007), none were found exploring 
American Indian student involvement as a desired outcome. Although there have been 
several recent studies exploring involvement variables for students of color using large 
quantitative data sets, these studies do not include American Indians (Baker, 2007; 
Fischer, 2007; Hoffman, 2002).   
A review of the limited extant published research on American Indian college 
students reveals mostly qualitative intra-institutional research and very limited inter-
institutional findings. Tribally controlled colleges are often the primary context for recent 
American Indian college student experience research even though only 7.5% of the 
181,000 American Indian college students attend tribally controlled colleges. The reasons 
for this seem quite obvious when one considers the critical mass of American Indian 
college students at Tribal colleges compared with their limited representation for research 
at predominantly White institutions. With the majority of existing research on American 
Indians focused on narrow sub-populations (e.g. Tribe, region), it is not surprising then to 
discover the college student experience literature is also contextually limited when 
discussing American Indian student experiences. This research limitation is further 
visible when comparing the depth of existing student development research on American 
Indian college students with other racial/ethnic groups.  
  Over the past decade, research with American Indian college student 
experiences, and research on students of color in general, has shifted from perspectives of 
student deficits to mostly institutional success models (Padilla, et al., 1997). In other 
words, instead of holding the student, or student  population, solely responsible for their 
lack of college success, researchers are identifying institutional environments that 
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promote student success thereby placing more emphasis on the institutional response 
(Benjamin, et al., 1993; Fries-Britt, 1998; Jackson, 2003; Lundberg, 2007; Padilla, et al., 
1997; Shotton et al., 2007 ). Although current student development research related to 
American Indians is limited, recent findings remain important for advancing and 
informing student development praxis by confirming anecdotal practices or replacing 
outdated practice with new evidence-based interventions.     
American Indian College Student Involvement 
While the use of the traditional student involvement framework is utilized in this 
study for addressing a major gap in the research literature, the application of involvement 
is viewed from a critical perspective as it relates to American Indian college students. 
Therefore, where traditional applications of involvement do not seem to fit the American 
Indian experience, the concept of involvement is revisited rather than assuming American 
Indian college students should fit within the traditionally adopted concept. Published 
research on the overall experience of American Indian college students is limited 
(Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Jackson, et al., 2003; Larimore & McClellan, 2005; 
Lundberg, 2007; Pavel, et al., 1998; Steward, 1993).  However, the limited extant 
research and scholarship on American Indian college students may be loosely categorized 
into three broad contexts: retention/persistence/success; student involvement and 
engagement; and access. This study specifically focuses on student involvement aspects 
of the American Indian college student experience. There is often considerable overlap 
when considering these contexts, especially related to involvement and engagement. This 
review will draw from all relevant college settings and is organized according to 
emergent factors specifically related to involvement. These factors will be briefly 
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outlined from the American Indian student involvement perspective and then reviewed by 
what Rudestam and Newton (2001) call long shots to close-ups.  This means that each 
emergent involvement factor will be briefly introduced from the broad context of higher 
education, then from research involving students of color, and then as fully as possible 
from research related to American Indian college students. This broad-to-specific 
approach will ensure a comprehensive understanding of each involvement factor where 
empirical research related to American Indian students may be limited. 
Related to the emergent involvement factors found in the literature, this section 
will be guided by Astin’s inputs-environment-outcomes organizational framework. 
Specifically, the first section will review factors considered to be input variables related 
to American Indian involvement. The input factors from the literature include student 
demographics (gender, age, first generation status) and pre-college involvement. The 
campus environment factors found in the literature related to American Indian student 
involvement are thusly ordered and grouped according to student characteristics, 
institutional characteristics, student experiences, and campus climate. Astin (2001) 
suggested that with college impact studies, researchers should use their informed 




 Demographic characteristics that emerged in the literature for American Indian 
students included gender (Berry, 2008; Bitsoi, 2007; Shotton, 2008; Steward, 1993), age 
(Lowe, 2005), and first-generation status (Lowe, 2005; Shotton et al., 2007). The 
involvement literature on students of color (Flowers, 2007; Lundberg et al., 2007) and the 
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overall college student involvement research (Moore, Lovell, McGann, & Wyrick, 1988; 
Pike & Kuh, 2005; Pike et al., 2003; Terenzini et al., 1996) verify these factors.  
Although gender, age, and first-generation status may initially appear as discrete 
variables, research findings often present them in an interrelated fashion. As such, they 
are discussed here as both independent and interrelated involvement factors as research 
findings have dictated.  
 In two large studies using samples drawn from the College Student Experiences 
Questionnaire (CSEQ), traditional age college women were more likely to participate in 
involvement activities than men (Pike & Kuh, 2005; Pike, et al., 2003). Specifically, 
women were more likely to be both academically and socially involved than men (Pike, 
et al., 2003). Likewise, Pike and Kuh (2005) found that first-generation female students 
were more engaged overall, especially when living on campus, having future graduate 
school plans, and identifying as a racial minority. Identifying as a female and a student of 
color seems to increase the likelihood of campus involvement (Steward, 1993), in 
addition to academic success, for American Indian women (Shotton, 2008). In fact, 
Shotton’s (2008) qualitative study (N = 7) of high-achieving American Indian women 
found that undergraduate involvement was a key to future academic success in graduate 
school. One interesting consideration related to findings of college women and their 
involvement was their demographic over-representation across many higher education 
settings. This is especially true for American Indians where women consistently comprise 
the majority (61%) of American Indian college students (NCES, 2009).  Regardless, the 
research data indicate that gender, especially related to female college students, is an 
important factor for campus involvement. Although there is virtually no research 
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literature related to American Indian men and college involvement, Bitsoi’s (2007) 
qualitative study of success factors for American Indian men at Harvard College found 
that community involvement was a key success factor. 
 Whereas being female and a student of color may increase the likelihood of 
campus involvement, first generation status often results in less campus involvement 
(Pike & Kuh, 2005) even though first generation students are more likely to be female 
than male (Terenzini et al., 1996). In their College Student Experience Questionnaire 
(CSEQ) sample of 1,500 first generation college students from across institutional types, 
Pike et al. (2003) discovered that students’ first generation status was negatively related 
to social involvement. “Students of color (including American Indian students) and first-
generation students share some common experiences and face some common obstacles, 
but their involvement on campus and its contribution to their learning includes dynamics 
that are distinct to particular groups” (Lundberg et al., 2007, p. 73).  
 Results from a recent national study using CSEQ data consisting of equal samples 
of 643 participants for each of seven racial/ethnic groups (including American Indians) 
and first generation status suggest that quality of involvement may be more important 
than type or quantity for first generation students of color (Lundberg et al., 2007). This 
agrees with Pace (1984) and Astin’s (1991) understanding related to quality of 
involvement effort as more important than quantity of involvement. However, Lundberg 
et al. (2007) found that first generation American Indian student investment and effort in 
college involvement resulted in fewer desired involvement outcomes than with those 
among other student populations, suggesting that more research is needed in this area. 
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 Although age is less discussed in the literature than either gender or first 
generation status when related to involvement, it is frequently discussed in the bifurcated 
terms, traditional age students and adult learners. In 2006 only 26.3% of traditional age 
(18-24 year old) American Indian students were enrolled in college compared to 58% of 
Asian American, 41% of White, 33% of African American, and 27% of Hispanic students 
(Freeman & Fox, 2005). The percentage of American Indian undergraduates over the age 
of 25 is greater compared to all other racial or ethnic groups. Nationally, of students over 
the age of 25, several researchers have found that adult learners benefit significantly from 
quality co-curricular involvement (More, Lovell, McGann, & Wyrick, 1998; Whitt, 
1994). Cumulatively, this area of research suggests that gender, age, and first generation 
status are likely important involvement factors for American Indians, as well as for other 
students of color. 
Pre-College Involvement 
 In addition to the demographic involvement factors, pre-college and high school 
experiences should be recognized and considered. Findings from the analysis of empirical 
data have established the benefits of college student involvement. More recently, studies 
have emerged establishing the benefits of pre-college or high school involvement to 
positive development in college (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Komives & Johnson 2009; 
Rose-Krasnor, Busseri, Willoughby, & Chalmers, 2006). 
 Although the link between high school involvement and college involvement as it 
relates to learning outcomes remains mostly unexplored (McNeal, 1995), researchers are 
beginning to explore the relationship between high school involvement and aspects of 
student development in college such as leadership development (Komives & Johnson, 
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2009). Much like Astin’s (1991) and Pace’s (1984) thoughts about quality and quantity 
when considering students’ efforts related to college involvement, Rose-Krasnor et al. 
(2006) studied the breadth (number of activities) and intensity (frequency of 
participation) of high school student involvement.  These results confirmed that there are 
positive developmental benefits to what they call youth involvement and, much like 
college involvement, the type and quality of involvement matters.  
 The previous section included the emergent demographic and pre-college factors 
found in the literature related to American Indian student involvement. Astin (2001) 
refers to these factors as input variables within his input-environment-output model, 
which serves as the basis for organizing the literature review in this study. In the next 
section, campus environmental variables from the literature related to American Indian 
student involvement will be discussed. These variables include specific institutional 
characteristics, student characteristics, and student experiences identified in studies as 
important factors influencing American Indian student involvement. 
Student Characteristics 
 Three sets of student characteristics emerged within the literature on American 
Indian students and their involvement in college. Transfer status, part-time/full-time 
status, and class standing are factors that may influence levels of student involvement 
(Moore, et al.,1998). 
 American Indian college students make up 1.1 % of all students attending college, 
with the majority (55%) enrolled at community colleges, the highest percentage among 
all racial or ethnic groups and tied with Hispanic students (American Association of 
Community Colleges, 2008). Only 7.5 % of all American Indian college students were 
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enrolled in one of the 33 tribally controlled colleges with the remaining students enrolled 
in private and public 4-year and 2-year colleges and universities (NCES, 2009). 
Specifically, American Indians make up 1.3 % of all community college students and 0.9 
% of 4-year college students (NCES, 2009). Transfer statistics between (horizontal)  4-
year colleges are elusive, as are those related to American Indian students who transfer 
from four-year to two-year colleges (reverse-vertical).  
 In a longitudinal single tribal campus study of 232 American Indian students, 
Patterson Cross (2002) found that full-time American Indian students are more likely to 
transfer to four-year institutions and graduate than those attending part time. In a single 
predominantly White institution campus study of 2,492 incoming transfer students, 
Wawrzynski and Sedlacek (2003) found that transfer students of color had higher 
expectations for involvement with faculty and students outside of class than their White 
transfer peers. However, this study did not include American Indian students in the 
sample. Several studies have found that student involvement within the first year predicts 
future involvement (Berger & Milem, 1999), which was also true for students of color 
(Abrahamowicz, 1988; Hurtado & Carter; 1997).  Not surprisingly, transfer status and 
class standing are inter-related in the literature. This relationship may be important since 
slightly more than half of American Indians begin college at the community college level, 
and many are likely to become transfer students at 4 year institutions. 
Institutional Characteristics 
 Institutional factors that emerged in the literature indicating importance for 
American Indian student involvement included the compositional representation of 
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America Indians on campus and those of institutional type, size, and control. This section 
includes a discussion of the relevant research related to these factors. 
 In responding to low enrollment of historically underrepresented racial and ethnic 
student populations, arguments have mounted over the past two decades calling for an 
increase in campus racial diversity as a means to increase student success in college for 
historically underrepresented populations (Hurtado, Milem, et al.,1999; Milem, 2003; 
Milem & Astin, 1993; Rendon, et al., 2002), including American Indians (Swisher & 
Tippeconnic, 1999; Tippeconnic-Fox, 2005). This type of diversity is currently referred 
to in the literature as compositional representation (Milem, Chang, & Antonio, 2005) 
when considering the overall proportion and representation of historically 
underrepresented racial/ethnic groups on campus (Hurtado, Milem et al., 1998, 1999).  
Students from historically underrepresented racial and ethnic backgrounds at 
predominantly White institutions are likely to feel alienated if their representation on 
campus is too small or not visible (Loo & Rolison, 1986). Further, “underrepresentation 
of students of color can contribute to the maintenance of stereotypes” (Milem, 2000, p. 
29). In fact, there are four documented benefits to increasing campus compositional 
representation of historically underrepresented racial or ethnic groups. Compositional 
representation benefits the individual students, the institution, private enterprise, and the 
broader society through increased complex thinking, reduced stereotyping, and higher 
creativity, among others (Milem, 2003).  A few of the individual student benefits of 
campus compositional representation include increased campus engagement, retention, 
and overall satisfaction.  Given this argument, it seems logical to believe that the greater 
the compositional representation of American Indians on campus, the more likely they 
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may be involved in campus life. However, as with most research, American Indian 
student data are literally missing from every study for which these beneficial claims are 
based. However, in Lin, LaCounte, and Eder’s (1988) single-campus study at a PWI 
(95% of students identifying as White) indicated that feelings of isolation among 
American Indian students accounted for 23% of the study’s variance in expectations of 
graduation for American Indian students. This finding would seem to indicate that 
isolation may be related to campus compositional representation. In order to verify the 
stated benefits of compositional representation extend to American Indian college 
students, a baseline of research findings needs to be developed to test the translation of 
individual student benefits for American Indian compositional representation. 
 Other institutional characteristics that emerged in the literature as influencing 
American Indian college student involvement included institutional type and size. It has 
long been believed, and reported anecdotally, that Tribal colleges are doing a better job 
with American Indian student success than other types of institutions primarily due to 
their type and size (AIHEC, 2006). However, new quantitative research examining 
institutional characteristics in data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System 1996-2001 (IPEDS) has shown statistically significant differences in American 
Indian academic success across institutional characteristics (White, 2007). In findings 
that may seem somewhat counterintuitive, White (2007) found that the broad claims of 
student success at Tribal colleges when compared to predominantly White institutions 
were not supported.  
 The institutional characteristics of type and size seem to have direct implications 
for American Indian collegiate success (Pavel, 1999; White, 2007). Using data from the 
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NCAA, Pavel (1999) reported that small public institutions were the least likely to 
graduate American Indians within six years while large private institutions were the most 
likely. Interestingly, most large multi-institutional research studies indicate that student 
samples are more likely represented at the baccalaureate and masters levels; however, 
these studies do not explicitly indicate this may be a result of masters and baccalaureate 
institutions constituting the majority of all Carnegie types and thus enrolling more 
students on average (NCES, 2002). Regardless, current research indicates that for 
students of color, institutional size and type are characteristics that may influence student 
involvement (Fischer, 2007; Lundberg, et al., 2007; Moore et al., 1998). Fischer’s study 
using the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen (NLS-F) data exploring 
involvement for students of color (Black, Hispanic, and Asian) included institutional size 
as a variable due to existing mixed research results (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) on the 
overall impact of size on involvement outcomes for students of color once again showing 
mixed results. It is worth reiterating that recent research studies specifically exploring 
institutional characteristics leading to student involvement across race or ethnicity 
generally do not include American Indian college students (Fischer, 2007; Hoffman, 
2002; Lundberg, et al., 2007; Moore et al., 1998; Pike, et al., 2003) and therefore more 
research should be conducted to inform the literature. The next section reviews campus 
environmental factors influencing involvement for American Indian college students as 
related to specific student characteristics.  
Student Experiences 
 The types of American Indian student experiences found in the literature 
indicating relevance related to campus involvement included interactions with faculty 
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members (Berrington, 2003; Fischer, 2007; Guillory & Wolverton, 2008; Lundberg & 
Schreiner, 2004), staff members (Jackson, 2003; Lundberg, 2007), and peers (Shotton, et 
al., 2007);  and places of residence and work (Astin, 1993, 2001).  
Faculty, Staff, and Peer Interactions 
 Interactions between students and college faculty, staff, and peers have been 
described in terms of formal interactions such as mentor programs and “others less so in 
that relationships evolve out of advising, first-year seminars, and other routine contacts” 
(Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005, p. 211).  Astin’s (1993, 2001) 
longitudinal college impact study included faculty and peer interactions as types of 
student involvement that resulted in direct positive effects on student collegiate 
outcomes. Interestingly, most prior and current research has focused on the benefits of 
faculty-student and peer relationships both in and out of the classroom without directly 
considering campus staff, especially those in student affairs (Love, 1995).  Love 
suggested that student affairs professionals should be included within research studies on 
student experiences along with faculty and peers to determine the extent of direct and 
indirect effects of these interactions. Currently, there is limited research focused on the 
outcomes of the direct effects of student-student affairs staff interactions (Love, 1995).  
Direct effects are defined as “the unmediated influence of one variable on another” while 
“indirect effect[s] occur when the effect is transmitted through an intervening variable or 
variables” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, pp. 12-13).  
 As with other involvement factors in this study, peer, staff, and faculty 
interactions are sometimes interrelated. For example, student affairs staff are increasingly 
engaging with students simultaneously as instructors and staff members. However, both 
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peer and faculty interactions with students are often constructed as distinct direct 
influences on student outcomes while student affairs interactions are often considered 
indirect (through programs and interventions) when considering desired educational 
outcomes (Love, 1995; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  
 Although it has been documented that faculty and peer involvement is critical to 
student success (Astin, 1993; Chickering & Reisser, 1993), positive faculty-student 
interaction outcomes may be more of a function of student perceptions of an overall sense 
of supportive faculty than direct faculty interaction (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).   
Evidence also suggests that students who have close interactions with their faculty are 
more likely themselves to have peer academic helping behaviors (Astin, 2001). One 
critique of research studies that gather data related to peer interactions suggests students 
may not be making distinctions between types of peer interactions (e.g., interactions with 
peers vs. peer para-professionals) thereby possibly biasing study outcomes (Love, 1995). 
 For students of color, the direct effect of faculty interactions has shown mixed 
results. In Lundberg and Schreiner’s (2004) national study of student-faculty interactions 
across race and ethnicity (N= 4,501) several interesting findings emerged. Although 
quality of faculty interactions were important, quantity of interactions between students 
of color were significant predictors of enjoying a satisfying relationship with faculty.  
American Indians and African Americans reported more frequent interactions with 
faculty and working harder to meet faculty expectations than their peers. However, their 
satisfaction with those faculty relationships was lower than that of other groups 
(Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004). In their single campus study of 616 American Indian 
students, Lin, LaCounte, and Eder (1988) found that faculty were often viewed as 
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creating a hostile environment and therefore relationships between American Indian 
students and faculty were often stymied or simply avoided. Even so, Wilson (1997) found 
that American Indian relationships with faculty are very important to student success. 
This was confirmed by Jackson’s (2003) qualitative interview research study with 15 
American Indian college students who reported that personal relationships with faculty, 
as well as student affairs staff, were positive factors in their college experience regardless 
of the faculty member’s race. 
 Peer-to-peer interactions have been shown to increase desired collegiate outcomes 
such as persistence and supportive social climate (Milem & Berger, 1997). Student peers, 
often upper-class peers, may become campus paraprofessionals trained in such roles as 
orientation advisors or health educators, and assume a more formal interaction role. 
Although it has been shown that general peer interactions among minority college 
students result in positive college outcomes for students of color (Fischer, 2007), same 
race and like-group peers may provide more specific support for educational outcomes 
(D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Fries-Britt, 1998). In their phenomenological study of 
American Indian college students, Shotton, et al. (2007) found (N = 7, single campus 
study) that formal like-peer mentor relationships supported American Indian academic 
success. The literature suggests that American Indian students specifically benefit from 
formal (Jackson, 2003) and informal peer relationship involvement (Lundberg, et al., 
2007; Shotton, et al., 2007). However, similar to the findings related to faculty 
interactions, results are often conflicting and need further analysis to determine specific 
involvement benefits among faculty, peer, and student affairs interactions especially as 
they relate to American Indian students..  
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Place of Work and Residence 
 In Astin’s (1993, 2001) longitudinal college impact study, he included where and 
how much students worked and where they lived as variables affecting student 
involvement outcomes. Astin (1993, 2001) found the most positive direct effects of 
involvement were associated with students who lived on campus or those who moved on 
or near campus from far away. Further, these students were more likely to be involved in 
campus activities and events compared to students living at home or close to home.  In 
their study using data from the CSEQ with a random sample of 3,000 first and second 
year students, Pike and Kuh (2005) confirmed that students living on campus experience 
the largest positive direct effect on collegiate outcomes of any student characteristic in 
their study.  
 In a single-campus qualitative study, Krause (2007) discovered that planned small 
group and out-of-class involvement opportunities on campus and through virtual 
communities may mediate negative effects generally associated with living off campus. 
However, for many reservation-based American Indian students (S. Waterman, personal 
communication, February 14, 2009) and many students of color (Nora & Cabrera, 1996) 
being close to home/family and within commuting distance increased the likelihood of 
success in college. As with many variables in this study, the traditional view of off-
campus experiences as it related to the traditional construction of involvement may need 
to be reexamined in light of differential findings. 
 Collegiate outcomes for students working full time were negatively related to 
involvement, as was working part time off campus (Astin, 2001). However, working part 
time on campus resulted in positive effects related to important collegiate outcomes. 
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Astin (2001) explains: “In all likelihood, the key to understanding this difference lies in 
the concept of involvement: compared to students who spend an equivalent amount of 
time working off campus, students who are employed on campus are, almost by 
definition, in more frequent contact with other students,” (p. 388), faculty, and staff.  
Fischer’s (2007) study using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen 
confirmed Astin’s (2001) findings that adjustment to college for Black, Hispanic, Asian, 
and White college students who maintain strong off-campus social ties, do so  at the 
detriment of campus integration. The specific issues related to campus integration as an 
assimilation framework has been fully critiqued by researchers as it related to American 
Indians and should be understood in the context that campus integration may not be 
beneficial for American Indians (Tierney, 1992, 2000). Further, formal and informal on-
campus connections led to greater overall satisfaction, especially for Black students 
(Fischer, 2007).  However, college experiences for students of color cannot be discussed 
without also exploring the next and likely most salient variable, campus climate.    
Campus Climate 
 
 Campus climate has become a ubiquitous term in higher education often 
accompanied by varying definitions (Hart & Fellabaum, 2008). Overall, campus climate 
is the term used to describe quality-of-life feelings related to campus diversity (Hart & 
Fellabaum). Many campuses attempt to measure and study their campus climates 
(Hurtado, Milem, et al., 1998) in order to understand how racism and prejudice affect 
collegiate outcomes (Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999).  The 
primary purpose of studying the college campus climate is to seek results that help 
administrators enhance learning environments (Hurtado, Carter, & Kardia, 1998) and 
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make foundational adjustments related to findings (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Campus 
climate may also be viewed in terms of a sense of campus community. Specifically, 
Cheng (2004) found that in order for students to feel a sense of community student affairs 
professionals should ensure the campus creates a culture of openness and individuality, 
faculty engagement, active social programming, cross-cultural interactions, celebrations 
of traditions, and psychological and development assistance, all of which are forms of 
involvement. 
 With the majority of students of color attending predominantly White institutions, 
most campus climate research is understandably conducted at PWIs. Ninety-two percent 
of American Indian college students attend PWIs and also experience the lowest six-year 
graduation rate of any student racial or ethnic group. This phenomenon is often reported 
in the literature as a direct result of hostile PWI campus climates for American Indians 
(Brown & Robinson Kurpius, 1997; Cole & Denzine, 2002; Huffman, 1991; Jackson, et 
al., 2003; Lin, et al., 1988). Of all the variables reflected in the literature, campus climate 
is the most widely discussed as related to important collegiate outcomes for American 
Indians. These studies too are limited in scope through single institution and often tribal 
or region specific data. Regardless, findings related to campus climate are consistent 
across the studies. 
 In their single campus study of American Indian student experiences at a medium 
size PWI in the central plains, Lin, LaCounte, and Eder (1988) found that the perception 
of campus hostility was one of four factors influencing levels of collegiate success. Their 
campus environmental study compared American Indian and White students across 
various factors of the campus environment. In this study, 40% of American Indian 
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students experienced hostility from their professors as compared to 15% of White 
students and the findings were consistently related to the overall campus climate. Of 
course, this could be an institution-specific finding and is not a generalizable result as the 
authors point out. However, in a qualitative study that included 15 Native American 
students from five four-year institutions in the southwestern United States, Jackson 
(2003) found that dealing with racism from faculty and peers was a common experience 
for every participant. The participants in this study also reported being discouraged as a 
result of these experiences and withdrawing from many college functions and activities. 
Both Jackson (2003) and Lundberg (2007) directly state that more research should be 
done to explore the effects of campus climate on American Indian college students so that 
institutions may lessen or eliminate hostile climate experiences.   
 This section reviewed the emergent variables shown to be relevant for American 
Indian student involvement and where the literature was thin the research on students of 
color and overall student involvement was employed. Overall several groups of variables 
emerged from the involvement literature. Specifically, the demographic characteristics of 
gender, age, and first generation status;  high school involvement experiences; the student 
characteristics of transfer and enrollment status, and class standing; the institutional 
characteristics of compositional American Indian representation, campus size and 
Carnegie type; the student experiences of mentoring by faculty, student affairs staff, peers 
and employers, and living or working on/off campus; and the campus climate related to 
sense of belonging and non-discriminatory climate experiences all emerged as potentially 




Ethical Research and American Indians 
 This section will outline current considerations for conducting ethical research 
with American Indian data. Four themes emerged from the literature related to ethical 
research and are discussed below. 
 Following decades of well-documented unethical treatment and exploitation of 
American Indian research participants and subjects (Mihesuah, 2004), several 
contemporary American Indian scholars suggest the use of specific ethical standards 
when conducting research involving American Indians (Deloria, 2004; Mihesuah, 2004, 
2005; Tuhiwai-Smith, 2006; Wilson, 2004). This research study attempts to model 
several practices when studying American Indian college students. One such model is to 
integrate the literature review with a brief overview of current American Indian-centric 
thinking related to conducting research with and writing about American Indians. In 
addition to this section of the literature review, a brief section is included in Chapter 3 
relating the standards discussed here with methodological implications for this study. 
Understandably, one might expect these types of standards to be remedied through 
standard institutional review board (IRB) processes for acquiring human subjects 
approval from this or any institution. Unfortunately, generally accepted higher education 
IRB protocols do not necessarily result in cultural competence on behalf of the researcher 
when engaging American Indian research participants. Well publicized incidents of 
incompetent and unethical research by university researchers has resulted in greater 
distrust between many American Indians and researchers, especially medical and 
anthropology researchers.  Education fields are not immune from this distrust given 
American Indian communities’ long struggle with the U.S. education system as a tool for 
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forced assimilation and acculturation that resulted in the permanent loss of language and 
culture for many (Takaki, 1993).  Therefore, as a matter of research practice, I include 
this brief review of standards related to researching and writing about American Indians 
as part of the literature review for this study.  
American Indian researchers working in higher education have collectively, and 
individually, proposed an array of standards and recommendations for conducting 
research with American Indians. (Caldwell et al., 2005; Mihesuah, 2005; Mihesuah & 
Wilson, 2004; Tuiwai-Smith, 2006). This section reviews the most salient suggested 
research standards influencing this study.  Overall, four themes emerge from the literature 
related to research with American Indians. Overall, research should:  
 be approached from a decolonizing point of view;  
 be participatory, meaning that as sovereign nations, Tribes and their citizens must 
 be willing and full participants from inception to conclusion;  
 
 include American Indian cultural competence on the part of the researcher; and 
 
 include beneficent research outcomes for American Indians as a primary goal. 
 
Decolonizing Approach to Research 
 This particular frame of understanding is rooted in identifying and naming 
Western colonial imperialism related to indigenous peoples. This is especially important 
within institutions of higher education where understanding differing notions of 
intellectual and cultural property rights are often negotiated (Tuhiwai Smith, 2006).  In 
recent decades, many American Indian tribes have regained their sovereignty, or right to 
govern themselves and determine what is best for their members, and are now ensuring 
that research is conducted for their people as opposed to simply on their people. As late 
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as the nineteenth century, research practices were inextricably linked to the Royal Society 
(London) and Paris Academy, who viewed scientific and social understanding as best 
researched on “more primitive” cultures (Tuhiwai Smith). Said cultures often included 
indigenous peoples who were intellectually constructed as expendable subjects of society. 
Of course, U.S. colonial actions were also influenced by this thinking as evidenced by the 
United States’ troubled past with cultural hierarchies and social strata where human 
beings were classified from most civilized to least civilized. Although today these 
frameworks are mostly rejected within institutions of higher education, paternalism has 
often emerged as a philosophical approach among well meaning people. Paternalistic 
research, which implies the researcher fully knows what is best for the participant in the 
pursuit of research solutions, has often resulted in unethical treatment of participants. 
This has been especially true in AIDS and HIV research which resulted in broad new 
bioethical considerations related to past paternalistic philosophies for research in all 
fields (Kopelman, 2000). Participatory approaches to research, widely encouraged today 
when working with American Indians and their communities, fully emerged in the late 
20
th
 century as one reaction to the paternalism philosophy. 
Participatory Research 
Participatory research simply means that researchers and participants work 
together to define the research project and its purpose, determine appropriate methods of 
data collection, and provide outcomes that benefit American Indians. Caldwell et al. 
(2005) describe this approach as an “ongoing process of interaction between the 
researcher and research participants that allows the examination of Native strengths and 
emphasizes the use of Native knowledge” with solving issues (p. 8). Participatory 
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research involving American Indians is important because it is viewed as the process of  
involving participants in ways that are empowering, emancipatory, and ultimately 
improves quality of life (Macaulay et al., 1998). Understanding American Indian culture 
is crucial to full participatory research and building trust between researcher and 
participant. With the broad cultural differences across Native tribes in the United States, 
cultural competence is necessary for all researchers including those identifying as 
American Indian.  
Cultural Competence 
 Cultural competence in student affairs research and practice is a broadly accepted 
expectation. However, there is no existing formal mechanism to ensure a researcher’s 
cultural competence as it relates to study participants. Cultural competence in this context 
is defined as a skill set that enables one to effectively engage persons from culturally and 
racially diverse populations respectfully and ethically (D’Andrea, Daniels, & Noonan , 
2003).  Others expand this definition to include gender, social class, sexual orientation, 
and most importantly understanding how one’s own worldview is used as a lens for 
seeing others (Constatine & Ladany, 2001; Sue & Sue, 1999). As mentioned earlier, IRB 
processes serve an important research review function, but study approval does not 
necessarily imply cultural competence on behalf of the researcher when studies include 
participants from other cultures and ethnicities. Over the past two decades, American 
Indian scholars have called for increased cultural competence when conducting research 
with American Indians and collecting data on American Indians (Caldwell et al. 2005; 
Mihesuah, 2005; Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004; Tuhiwai-Smith, 2006). Overall, these 
scholars suggest that researchers include American Indians in all research activities 
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where American Indians are involved. When American Indian involvement is not 
possible, the researcher should consult with a culturally competent advisory group to 
ensure the research process is in the best interest of the American Indian participants. 
This leads to the final identified standard of research with American Indians, beneficent 
outcomes.  
Beneficent Outcomes 
Overall, it is suggested that all research projects only be conducted if it is believed 
that American Indian participants will benefit from the entire research process including 
its findings (Caldwell et al., 2005). This includes how the research study is framed. For 
example, within the past decade, the higher education literature on college student 
retention has shifted from a perspective focusing on student deficits to institutional 
models of student success (Padilla, et al., 1997). In other words, while certain student 
(research participant) characteristics may contribute (or not) to success in college, the 
focus now is on how institutions create environments for success rather than focusing on 
students’ perceived deficits (e.g., first generation status,  students of color at 
predominantly White institutions, etc.).  The success models guide the researcher to 
consider how the research outcomes may be understood and reported in ways that 
empower the participants and identify organizational or systemic structures impeding the 
best participant outcomes. Chapter 3 will include a description of how this research study 
addressed these four criteria. 
Literature Review Summary 
 This chapter included the literature review of research directly related to 
American Indian college student involvement.  Astin’s (1984) modified college impact 
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model serves as the framework for this study and provided the basis for using collegiate 
involvement as an important outcome variable.  
 Overall the literature on American Indian college student experiences is limited 
related to many college studies including those related to involvement. However, several 
key studies on American Indians and where necessary, students of color emerged to 
identify the variables for this study. These campus environmental variables were grouped 
into four categories, institutional characteristics, student characteristics, students 
experiences, and campus climate. 
 Within the institutional characteristics, institutional size and type have shown to 
influence American Indian student involvement. However, existing research is often 
limited to campus-specific data or small sample sizes, and consensus on strength of 
influence is not clear. In the student characteristics category, transfer status, enrollment 
status, and class standing were highlighted by various research studies as important 
variable influences for American Indian student involvement. The research studies 
related to these variables were clear in their findings, but were also limited by scope and 
context. Similarly, mentoring experiences by faculty, student affairs staff, and peers were 
more prevalent in the research related to American Indian involvement experiences, yet 
none were positioned with involvement as the dependent variable. Further, living and 
working either on or off campus were shown to influence campus involvement in limited 
research studies related to American Indian college students.  And finally, the 
environmental variable of campus climate included the most direct and proximal 
influence on how and to what extent American Indian students are involved on campus.  
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 This chapter also points to the overall lack of research on American Indian 
college students as it relates to the involvement literature and included the literature on 
students of color where appropriate to capture possible variables and their influence on 
American Indian student involvement.  The next chapter includes the research methods 
























CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
 This chapter presents this study’s research methods for studying American Indian 
college student involvement. The study’s purpose, research questions, hypotheses, 
research design and measures are presented here followed by an overview of the data 
samples and analysis procedures. Following the data analysis procedures, ethical research 
standard responses for working with American Indians are examined and finally the a 
summary of the study. 
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this quantitative study was to identify variables that may 
contribute to American Indian student involvement in college. Specifically, there were 
two research questions guiding this study: 
1. Is there a significant relationship between American Indian compositional   
 campus representation and their level of involvement? 
 
2. What campus environmental variables predict American Indian involvement in 
 college? 
 
 This study addresses an existing gap in the research on American Indian college 
student involvement as reviewed in Chapter 2. Involvement in college is an important 
outcome variable to explore because it directly contributes to student learning, which is a 
key collegiate outcome (Astin, 1985; Fischer, 2007; Hoffman, 2002; Moore, et al., 1998) 
for all students, including American Indians (Lundberg, 2007).   
 The findings resulting from the research questions for this study highlight the 
American Indian college student involvement experience that remains a relatively 
unexplored outcome using quantitative analysis (Lundberg, 2007). Most current data on 
American Indian college students have been collected and examined through small 
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sample sizes, single institution studies, regional foci, or tribal lenses (Larimore & 
McClellan, 2005). This study is unique in that it draws on a relatively large American 
Indian college student sample from a national study that was specifically designed for the 
I-E-O theoretical framework guiding this study. In addition to exploring and contributing 
to the research on American Indian student involvement, this study may also be an 
example of how to perform a secondary analysis with American Indian college student 
outcomes using existing national data. This is important because most quantitative 
national data sets collect but do not report American Indian student data in their analyses. 
This is primarily due to the fact that American Indian sample sizes are too small for 
statistical power in quantitative analysis where other racial/ethnic groups are present. As 
evidenced by the literature review for this study, American Indian data are rarely 
included or discussed within most quantitative research studies resulting in an absence of 
knowledge about American Indian students within the research literature on college 
students.  American Indian research data invisibility continue to be especially noticeable 
within existing quantitative studies focused on student involvement, engagement, and 
success (Larimore & McClellan, 2005). 
The first research question seeks to test the broadly documented benefits of 
campus compositional racial diversity (Milem, 2003) and its relationship with American 
Indian student involvement as an outcome. In other words, does American Indian student 
involvement increase as their percentage of the campus population increases? The second 
research question continues this line of inquiry by seeking to identify predictors of 




Research Hypothesis 1 
Hypothesis 1:  A positive correlation exists between American Indian student 
compositional representation on campus and the level of American Indian involvement in 
college organizations.  
Research has suggested that certain campus environmental barriers exist for 
American Indian student involvement such as a lack of collective campus presence 
(Padilla, Treveño, Gonzales, & Traveño, 1997; Tanaka, 2002), low ethnic visibility on 
campus (Murguia, Padilla, & Pavel, 1991; Pavel & Padilla, 1993; Tanaka, 2002), and 
need for community (Cheng, 2004). These factors are directly related to the concept of 
campus compositional diversity and its known benefits. Therefore, it seems logical to 
suggest that increasing campus compositional representation of American Indian students 
may lower barriers to involvement (Jackson et al. 2003; Noel & Smith, 1996; Pavel & 
Padilla, 1993; Tanaka, 2002). Moreover, the broader higher education diversity literature 
suggests there are individual educational benefits when campuses are committed to 
diversity with compositional representation as a component of their mission (Milem, 
2003). Again, this is important because diverse higher education learning environments 
not only benefit students on campus, but compositional diversity also benefits 
institutional culture, the private sector, and society through increased cross-cultural 
competence (Milem, 2003). 
Research Hypothesis 2 
Hypothesis 2: After controlling for personal characteristics and pre-college 
involvement, the campus environmental variables for this study (grouped as student 
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characteristics, institutional characteristics, student experiences, and campus climate) will 
significantly predict American Indian student involvement. 
The literature on White college student involvement is well established and a 
growing body of research is developing focused on understanding other racial and ethnic 
group college involvement patterns (Fischer, 2007; Hoffman, 2002).  However, as 
discussed in Chapter 2, American Indian college student data are limited within these 
bodies of literature. In fact, there was only one published multi-institutional quantitative 
research study found within the past decade specifically focused on American Indian 
college student involvement at 4-year colleges (Lundberg, 2007).  As such, institutions of 
higher education do not have sufficient evidence to inform and guide their involvement 
interventions and practice with American Indian students (Brown & Robinson Kurpius, 
1997; Jackson & Smith, 2001; Jackson et al., 2003; Lowe, 2005; Pavel & Padilla, 1993; 
Tippeconic Fox, 2005). This study seeks to address American Indian invisibility within 
the involvement literature by focusing on American Indian involvement data from a 
national study. 
Research Design 
 This section of Chapter 3 discusses the conceptual framework for this study and 
provides an overview of the Multi-Institutional Study of Leadership (MSL). Secondary 
data from two existing national data sets, the MSL and the Integrated Post Secondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS), are used in a causal comparative design for this study. 
Pearson correlation will be utilized to test hypothesis one, and blocked hierarchical 
multiple regression analysis for hypothesis two. The MSL data provide the American 
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Indian student involvement variables for both hypotheses, and the IPEDS provides the 
MSL corresponding institutional American Indian student compositional data.  
Conceptual Framework of Study 
 Astin’s (1991) college impact model has been adapted and employed as a guiding 
conceptual framework for this study. The college impact model is particularly useful in 
examining the impact of the college environment on student development by pairing its 
inputs-environments-outcomes (I-E-O) design with statistical analysis methods such as 
hierarchical multiple regression (Astin, 1991). In this design, Astin (1991) posits there 
are two points at which to collect data over time, pre-environment and post-environment. 
This allows the model to measure the effects of the college environment on selected 
student outcome(s). The data used for this study provide a modified data collection 
procedure whereby data are collected only at one point in time. Students account for past 
experiences through retrospective questions. One adaptation of the traditional I-E-O 
model for this study involves including variables related to pre-college and off-campus 
experiences. Weidman’s (1989) study of student socialization provides an example of this 
type of modification using non-college reference groups (e.g., community organizations), 
which broadened I-E-O variable measurement beyond the collegiate environment. 
Weidman (1989) suggested that reference groups outside the college environment, such 
as those included in this study, influence students during college and should therefore be 
controlled or measured when conducting a college impact study. The second adaptation 
of the college impact model includes moving involvement in campus organizations to the 
dependent variable location in an attempt to determine campus environmental predictors 
of campus involvement. 
60 
 
 In the college impact model, Astin (1977, 1991, 1993) establishes a framework 
where the inputs include pre-college student characteristics, or those they bring with them 
to college, and the environment, referring to students’ exposure to campus programs, 
experiences, peers, faculty, and policies. Broadly, outputs are the measurable changes, if 
any, students experience as a result of being exposed to the campus environment while 
controlling for student inputs. The conceptual model for this study follows in Figure 3.1. 
Multi-Institutional Study of Leadership  
The majority of data for this study are derived from the MSL, a cross-sectional 
survey research study, considered the largest of its kind on student leadership 
development (Dugan, et al., 2007). The data collected through the MSL were selected for 
use with this particular study for two primary reasons. First, the 2009 MSL has a 
relatively large American Indian college student sample of 1,959 participants. Second, 
relevant involvement variable data required for a college impact study were collected in 
the MSL. Although not originally designed for studying American Indian student 
involvement, the conceptual nature of the MSL allows for data analyses in this study to 
measure the levels of involvement while controlling for participants’ pre-college 
involvement. In other words, this type of quasi-pretest data is a good fit for this study’s 
guiding framework because it allows the researcher to control for pre-college variables 
when seeking outcome predictive environmental variable(s).  
Instrument 
 The MSL survey instrument was developed by a team of researchers at the 
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responsible college student leadership.  Based on the social change model of leadership 
development, the MSL was designed using Astin’s (1991) I-E-O model as a basis for data 
collection to measure leadership outcomes. Content for the instrument includes research 
team contributions and authorized use of existing national studies (Dugan, 2008). 
Following human subjects approval at the University of Maryland, validity and reliability 
were established through pilot tests for all versions of the MSL including the 2009 
iteration. After determining survey item clarity and respondent time for completion from 
the initial pilot test, another pilot with an updated instrument was administered to a 
random sample of 3,000 undergraduates. From this test, scale reliability and validity were 
calculated for both original and revised scales used in the MSL instruments. Two 
additional pilot tests were conducted for the 2009 version of the MSL where scale 
reliabilities remained constant or increased through the 2009 MSL administration. 
Although the MSL was originally developed to collect data related to student leadership 
development, the depth and breadth of data collected provide sufficient responses for 
examining variables with this study’s hypotheses.  
Data Sources and Sample 
 This section will discuss an overview of the institutional and student samples of 
the MSL. For research question one the compositional representation variable will be 
drawn from the Integrated Post Secondary Education Data System (IPEDS) and is 
explained in more detail below. Following these sections, a description of this study’s 





Integrated Post Secondary Education Data System 
 The Integrated Post Secondary Education Data System (IPEDS) collects data on 
“post secondary education in the United States in seven areas: institutional 
characteristics, institutional prices, enrollment, student financial aid, degrees and 
certificates conferred, student persistence and success, and institutional human and fiscal 
resources” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).  MSL with IPEDS data were 
used in response to research question one.  Specifically, each of the MSL participating 
institutions was matched with their corresponding IPEDS undergraduate student 
demographic data to calculate the percentage of American Indians on each campus. 
MSL Institutional Data and Characteristics 
 When considering the variables for this study, the 2009 MSL data set was 
sufficient for a robust American Indian student sample. The 2009 MSL included 104 
participating institutions from across the United States, Canada, and Mexico. In spring 
and summer 2008, the MSL call for institutional participation was advertised widely 
across student affairs and leadership development outlets including NASPA’s Knowledge 
Community for Student Leadership Programs, ACPA’s Commission on Student 
Involvement, the National Clearinghouse for Leadership Programs, the International 
Leadership Association, and others. One institution was unable to fully participate 
resulting in 103 institutions completing the study. The MSL United States national data 
set is comprised of 101 institutions.  
Institutions represented in the MSL varied across institutional type, size, and 
population served.  Of the 101 participating institutions, 50% were public, 43% research 
(extensive and intensive), 36% masters, 19% baccalaureate, and 2% associates. 
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Institutional size was distributed as follows: 24% small (3,000 or less), 37% medium 
(3001-10,000), and 39% large (10,001 or larger) (Cohen, 2003). Two of the participating 
institutions were HBCUs, three were women’s colleges, and two were Hispanic-serving 
institutions. There were no Tribal colleges or American Indian serving institutions 
represented in this study. However, the National Center for Education Statistics (2009) 
reports that 92 % of American Indian college students attend non-Tribal and non-
American Indian serving institutions. Since this study examined the level of involvement 
of American Indian college students, the MSL data set provided robust representation of 
American Indian students across varying types, sizes, and locations of institutions. 
MSL Student Sample and Characteristics 
 At the institutional level, participant data were collected through full population 
samples for institutions with student enrollment less than 4,000 and simple random 
samples for campuses with more than 4,000 enrolled students. The confidence level was 
set at 95% with a confidence interval of three. Following all standardized protocols for 
data collection a total sample size of 337,482 participants were invited, of which 115,632 
returned for a response rate of 34%. Of these, 94,367 survey responses completed 90% of 
the survey or more (Dugan & Komives, 2009). Of the completed cases 1,959, or 2.07%, 
MSL respondents identified as American Indian solely and with another race.  
Study Sample 
Description of Sample 
The 2009 MSL data provides sufficient sample size of 1,959 American Indian 
respondents with which to analyze the two research questions guiding this study. The 
MSL racial category for American Indian included American Indian/Alaska Native as a 
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single category. There were no Alaska institutions represented in this study although 
Alaskan Native students could be attending other U.S. institutions. For the purposes of 
this study, data were further reduced through the selection of only those American Indian 
students at 4 year institutions. The rationale for this decision is due to a lack of nationally 
representative data from participating two year institutions in the MSL. This reduced the 
total number of American Indian cases by 28 for a total sample size of 1,931 across 99 
institutions. American Indian respondents, who categorically identified with or without 
another race, were included in this study.  There is no basis in the literature for 
distinguishing between American Indians with or without another race. The MSL 
American Indian sample size for this study’s quantitative analysis is 3.05 times larger 
than the most recent quantitative research study on American Indian student involvement 
(Lundberg, 2007). Lundberg’s study utilized the Native American student sample 
(N=643) drawn from the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ).  The MSL 
American Indian student participant sample size of 2.07% is significantly larger than 
American Indian representation in higher education nationally, which is 1.1% of college 
students (NCES, 2009).  The large sample size of American Indians should contribute to 
greater external validity for population generalization (Suter, 2006) than has been 
available for previous studies on American Indian students. An examination of the 
characteristics of the students in this study revealed 67% of respondents identified as 
women (n=1284) and 33% as men (n=626). The average age of respondents was 23.43 
(SD = 7.86) and the distribution across class standings was as follows: 20% freshmen, 
21% sophomores, 27% juniors, and 32%  seniors. Twenty-three percent of the sample 
identified as first generation (defined for this study as no parental college education of 
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any kind) college students, and 93% were enrolled full-time. A total of 33% of students 
reported transferring to their current institution. Fifty-one percent of the sample’s 
students were enrolled at masters institutions, 34% at research institutions, and 15% at 
baccalaureate institutions.  
Human Subjects Permission 
 The MSL study was initially approved by the University of Maryland’s 
Institutional Review Board in 2005 and has been renewed on an annual basis (Appendix 
B). Additionally, human subjects approval was collected for each participating institution 
through their own review boards or by other institutional approval processes. All 
protocols were followed using national standards regarding human subjects. In 
anticipation for proposing this particular research study, this research project was 
included on the University of Maryland Institutional Review Board’s renewal approval 
for the MSL (IRB # 05-4554, Appendix B). 
Measures and Data Analysis Plan 
 In this section I will discuss the data collection process and procedures, outline 
the study’s measures, and identify variables for each hypothesis. The statistical analysis 
for answering each research question are then outlined followed by a response to Chapter 
1’s call for addressing specific ethical research protocols when studying American 
Indians. Finally, a review of this study’s limitations and a brief summary conclude this 
chapter. No missing data were present for the dependent measure and only minimal data 
were missing from the other variables employed in this study and was addressed with 





The MSL web-based survey instrument was administered directly to a sample of 
students from each participating institution during the spring semester between the third 
week of the academic year (2009) and before mid-term examinations. Unique 
identification codes were assigned to each student connecting them to their consent form. 
Following consent, a new identification code was assigned to ensure anonymity on the 
survey instrument site. Participants were encouraged by email to participate through 
follow-up email and campus-specific and national incentives, such as drawing entries for 
electronics, food coupons, and parking passes for those completing the survey (Dugan, 
2009). 
Measures  
For this study, the input variables, as seen in Figure 3.1, included gender, age, and 
first generation status (defined for this study as no parental college education of any 
kind). The input variables for pre-college involvement in student groups and 
organizations, which also functioned as the quasi pre-test, were taken directly from the 
MSL. The detailed environment variables, previously mentioned in broad terms, 
specifically included the student characteristics of enrollment status, transfer status, and 
class standing. The institutional characteristics included American Indian compositional 
representation, Carnegie type, and institution size. These particular student and 
institutional variables are also referred to as bridge variables and are often listed as the 
first grouping(s) of environment variables (Astin 2001). The student experience variables 
include mentor relationships with faculty, staff, and/or peers and living and/or working 
on or off-campus; and finally, campus climate includes composite variables for sense of 
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belonging and discrimination. The outcome, or “the student’s characteristics after 
exposure to the environment” (Astin, 2001, p 7), for this study was American Indian 
college student involvement, a one-item measure in the MSL. Figure 3.1 outlined the 
conceptual model for this study and its variables. Employing a secondary analysis of data 
collected from the MSL and IPEDS, this study was designed to examine student input 
and campus environmental variables that may predict the outcome of involvement in 
college for American Indian college students. The data were prepared and cleaned 
following procedures related to outliers and duplicate or falsified data (Pedhazur, 1997). 
Research Hypothesis 1 Variables 
 Hypothesis 1: A positive correlation exists between American Indian student 
compositional representation on campus and their level of involvement in college 
organizations. 
Research hypothesis one included two variables, American Indian compositional 
representation and level of involvement. Compositional American Indian student 
representation for each participating MSL institution was calculated as a percentage of 
total undergraduate population. This calculation was determined by matching each MSL 
participating institution with their IPEDS racial demographic data for Native American 
students and the total undergraduate enrollment. From these data a demographic 
percentage of American Indian students was calculated for each of the 99 campuses in the 
United States represented in this study. Compositional representation ranged from a high 
of 29.7% (at a Midwestern university) to a low of .01% at several campuses. For 
compositional representation, the mean was 5.95% with a standard deviation of 10.95%. 
Given the compositional representation of the Midwestern university as an outlier in 
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comparison with other colleges, further analyses were conducted to ensure its inclusion 
would not skew results. The regression analysis was conducted without Midwestern 
university’s respondents and all final regression models remained constant with the full 
data set. The only meaningful difference was related to the campus compositional mean 
(0.98), as expected, and standard deviation (1.48).  
Level of student involvement, as measured by the MSL, represents the dependent 
variable. Level of American Indian student involvement was determined by the 
respondents’ answer to the MSL question: “Since starting college, how often have you 
been an involved member in college organizations?” Responses for this question fell 
along a continuum ranging from never (1) to much of the time (5). Although these data 
are ordinal, they were treated as continuous for data analysis. The mean score was 2.90 
(SD = 1.50). Although multiple item measures are generally more reliable than single 
item dependent variables, this study does not attempt to measure any underlying latent 
constructs so the single item measure is appropriate for the scope of this study. 
   A Pearson r correlation statistic was calculated to test this hypothesis. If a 
significant correlation coefficient existed after analysis, the independent variable would 
be entered into the multiple regression analysis in research question two to determine if 
compositional representation is predictive of American Indian student involvement when 
considering other variables. 




Research Hypothesis 1:  A positive correlation exists between American Indian student 
compositional representation on campus and their level of 
involvement in college organizations. 
Statistical Analysis:   Pearson Correlation 
Correlation Variable: American Indian campus compositional representation  
Correlation Variable:   Level of involvement in college organizations (Source: MSL)  
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Research Hypothesis 2 Variables 
Hypothesis 2: After controlling for personal characteristics and pre-college 
involvement, the campus environmental variables for this study (grouped together in 
blocks as student characteristics, institutional characteristics, student experiences, and 
campus climate) will significantly predict American Indian student involvement.  
The variables for this hypothesis were grouped according to Astin’s (1991) 
college impact I-E-O model. The input and environment variables were grouped and 
blocked accordingly and described below as independent variables. The college 
environment variables selected for this study were chosen due to their propinquity in the 
literature as important variables for American Indian student involvement and success in 
college. When the existing literature included too few studies to inform variable 
placement, the literature for students of color in general was used. The dependent, or 
outcome variable, for this study is American Indian student involvement in college. 
Variables for this hypothesis are illustrated in Figure 3.1 and outlined in Figure 3.3. 
Input Variables 
 The assessment of how the outcome variable is influenced by campus 
environment variables may be biased unless students’ incoming (input) characteristics are 
measured and controlled (Astin, 2001). Since this study is measuring level of student 
involvement in the college environment, it is necessary to measure and control for pre-
college student involvement activities. This quasi pre-test information was collected as 
part of the MSL data and allows this study to control for pre-college involvement after 
controlling for standard input demographic characteristics.  
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 The input variables for this study were organized into two regression blocks or 
groupings, student demographic categories and pre-college involvement. The college 
model guiding this study attempted to control for pre-college variables that may 
influence the collegiate outcome being measures. The pre-college involvement 













Research Hypothesis 2: After controlling for personal characteristics and pre-college 
involvement, the campus environmental variables for this study  will 
significantly predict American Indian student involvement. 
Statistical Analysis:  Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis  
Theoretical Framework:  Guided by Astin’s I-E-O Model 
Dependent Variable:  American Indian student involvement  
 
Independent Variables:  Block #1:  Demographics (Inputs) 
    Gender     
Age  
    First Generation Status 
     
   Block #2:  Pre-College Involvement  (Quasi-pretest) (Inputs) 
(I)nputs    Student Government 
    Pep Club  
    Arts  
    Academic  
    Sports  
    Leadership Position in campus clubs/organizations  
Service  
    Membership in community organizations  
    
Block #3:  Student Characteristics 
    Transfer Status     
    Enrollment Status  
    Class Standing (dummy coded) 
     
Block #4:  Institutional Characteristics (Environment) 
    Compositional AI representation   
    Size (dummy coded) 
    Carnegie (dummy coded) 
(E)nvironments 
    Block #5: Student Experience (Environment) 
    Faculty Mentor  
Student Affairs Mentor  
    Peer Mentor  
    Employer Mentor 
    Living – on/off campus  
    Working off campus    
    Working on campus  
 
Block #6: Campus Climate (Environment) 
    Sense of Belonging (Composite variable) 
    Non-Discriminatory Climate (Composite variable) 
  




variables collectively represent the quasi pre-test in this study’s guiding model.  
 Block 1- Student demographics include gender, age, and first generation status.  
 Block 2- Pre-college involvement included retrospective data that measured the 
student’s level of pre-college involvement indicated in the following MSL items: student 
government;  pep club; arts; academic; sports; leadership positions in clubs/organizations; 
service organizations; and community organizations. Each of the pre-college involvement 
measures consisted of response continuums ranging from never (1) to very often (5) and 
were treated as continuous data for analysis.  
Environment Variables 
 In the second stage of data analysis using the college impact model, one attempts 
to determine if certain environmental variables (or college experiences) may be estimated 
to predict a stated outcome (Astin, 2001). For this study, American Indian student 
involvement in college is the outcome that may be partially predicted by selected 
environmental variables. These environment variables were identified in the student 
development literature, as likely important factors for American Indian college student 
involvement. Astin (1991) suggested that environment variables should be distal-
proximal ordered. This means that environmental variables should range from those 
considered distant student experiences to variables thought to have a more direct effect 
on the desired outcome variable.  
The environmental variables that emerged in the literature were placed into four 
blocks or groupings: student characteristics, institutional characteristics, campus 
experiences, and campus climate. Across these blocked groupings a total of 15 
environmental variables are included. The variable regression blocks were arranged 
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following the distal-proximal order. The student and institutional characteristics, also 
considered bridge variables since they bridge the pre-college and campus environments, 
were considered the most distal measures for students in this study and therefore are the 
first regression block of the campus environments section. Each subsequent regression 
block follows as variables are believed to predict American Indian student involvement in 
college as outlined in the literature from Chapter 2. 
 Block 3 - Student characteristics include the distal variables of transfer status, 
enrollment status (e.g. full or part-time), and class standing. Class standing was dummy 
coded with seniors serving as the reference group. 
 Block 4 - Institutional characteristics include the variables of American Indian 
compositional representation (was included if research hypothesis 1 was affirmed), 
institutional size, and Carnegie type. Institutional size was dummy coded with large 
schools serving as the reference group. Institutional types included baccalaureate, 
masters, doctoral granting, and high research with high research serving as the reference 
group.  
 Block 5 - Student interactions include faculty mentor; student affairs staff mentor; 
peer mentor; employee mentor; living on or off campus; and working on or off campus. 
The mentoring variables represented the degree to which students identified having 
mentors in particular categories (i.e., faculty/instructor, student affairs professional staff, 
peers) that assisted in their growth or development. This was evaluated using a response 
continuum ranging from never (1) to often (4) and was treated as continuous data during 
analysis. Variables representing on-campus employment, off-campus employment are 
continuous variables and place of residence (i.e., either on campus or off campus) was 
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structured as simple dichotomous response. The discrete on campus, off campus 
residence response options present a limitation related to the literature and is addressed in 
the limitation section of Chapter 5. 
 Block 6 - Campus climate included composite variables for sense of belonging on 
campus and sense of non-discrimination on campus.  Campus climate variables were 
determined from two MSL scales. Campus climate was defined by the MSL researchers 
as the degree to which members of the campus community feel connected and 
appreciated as measured by two distinct factors. First, sense of belonging, or how 
strongly an individual feels that they belong within their campus community; and second, 
feeling of discrimination, or perceived and actual sources of discrimination directed at an 
individual or group of individuals. The sense of belonging climate scale included the 
following statements with response options of strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, 
strongly agree: 1) I feel valued as a person at this school; 2) I feel accepted as a part of 
the campus community; and 3) I feel I belong on this campus. The discriminatory climate 
scale included the following statements using the same response options as with the 
belonging climate scale: 1) I have observed discriminatory words, behaviors, or gestures 
directed at people like me; 2) I have encountered discrimination while attending this 
institution; 3) I feel there is a general atmosphere of prejudice among students; 4) Faculty 
have discriminated against people like me; and 5) Staff member have discriminated 
against people like me. Reliabilities for these composite measures have been established 
by the MSL researchers using factor analysis. Specifically, Cronbach alpha scores for 
belonging climate was .87, and non-discriminatory climate was .85. Scale reliabilities 
were calculated for this study’s sample given that scale reliability is a function of the 
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population and not the instrument itself (Mertens, 2005). The Cronbach alpha for this 
research study’s sample was .88 for belonging climate and .87 for non-discriminatory 
climate.  
Outcome Variable 
 The outcome variable for this study is student involvement in college. Research 
has shown that college involvement is an important student outcome because it leads to 
student learning, development, and success (Kuh, Schuh, Whitt & Associates, 2005). 
There is further evidence (Lundberg, 2007) that involvement is also an important 
outcome for American Indian student success. Appendix A outlines all variables and their 
treatment for this research question. A snapshot of research question two and its variables 
are listed in figure 3.3. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
 In this section, the statistical analysis plan is outlined for both proposed research 
questions in this study.  This study employed correlation and hierarchical regression 
analyses to examine potential predictors of American Indian student involvement in 
college for research hypotheses 1 and 2, respectively. Regression analysis was a 
particularly appropriate statistical approach when using models guided by the college 
impact, or I-E-O conceptual framework (Astin, 2001). 
Correlation for Hypothesis1 
 This research hypothesis explored whether the level of American Indian student 
involvement was a function of the percentage of American Indian students on campus. A 
linear correlation coefficient was utilized to test this hypothesis. The Pearson r 
correlation determined the degree of relationship between the two variables. If a 
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significant relationship existed, the American Indian compositional representation would 
be entered into the regression analysis for research hypothesis two as a possible predictor 
variable.  
Regression Procedure for Hypothesis 2 
 This research hypothesis explored whether the level of American Indian student 
involvement (dependent variable) was a function of several sequentially blocked 
environmental variables. A hierarchical multiple regression technique was utilized for 
this question since it is a statistical procedure that analyzes the relationship between one 
dependent variable and several independent variables and a preferred analytic technique 
for this type of study (Howell, 2002).  Regression analysis was appropriate here because 
it allows “prediction of the Y [dependent variable] on the basis of knowledge about the X 
[independent variable]” (Howell, 2002, pp. 244-245).  
Tabachinick and Fidell (2001) suggest each independent variable block, as seen in 
Figure 3.3, be entered into a hierarchical, or sequential, regression in an “order specified 
by the researcher…and is assessed in terms of what it adds to the equation at its own 
point of entry” (p. 131).  The blocks of variables were assigned to the regression equation 
according to a logical or theoretical basis (Tabachinick & Fidell, 2001) as supported by 
the literature in Chapter 2.  
 The statistical analysis included procedures to guard against issues related to 
outliers and multicollinearity (Howell, 2002; Tabachinick & Fidell, 2001) that occurs 
when two or more independent variables approach singularity. Correlations did not 
exceed .478, while the VIF ranged from 1.12 to 2.94 (should not be above 10) and 
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tolerance statistics (should not be less than .10) ranged from 0.360 to 0.901, all of which 
were within appropriate parameters (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 
Ethical Research and American Indians 
 Following documented unethical treatment and exploitation of American Indian 
research participants and subjects by researchers (Mihesuah 2004), several leading 
scholars have proposed acceptable ethical standards when conducting research involving 
American Indians (Deloria, 2004; Mihesuah, 2004, 2005; Tuhiwai-Smith, 2006; Wilson, 
2004). From the existing literature, four themes emerged as basic standards related to 
research with American Indians.  Having identified these standards, each is addressed 
related to the research methods of this study.  Each standard is listed below followed by a 
brief discussion of this study’s response. 
1.  Research should be approached from a decolonizing point of view.  Response: First, 
this study uses data collected for the MSL. The MSL grounds its conceptualization of 
leadership in the Social Change Model (Dugan, et al., 2006). This model celebrates 
leadership through collaborations that seek outcomes for a common purpose and 
positive social change (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996). The values 
inherent in the social change model are similar to a collectivist leadership philosophy 
expressed by many North American Indigenous Peoples and tribes. I believe data 
collected through the lens of the Social Change Model account for critical 
perspectives related to colonization thereby setting the stage for possible 
decolonization of leadership constructs as they relate to college students.  Second, as 
an American Indian identifying researcher who was trained in contemporary Western 
research methods, I have attempted to identify potential colonizing constructs as they 
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relate to the American Indian data for this study.  Both the context of U.S. higher 
education and the theoretical model used in this study are inherently colonial. 
However, as Tribal colleges have proven, there are successful ways to utilize existing 
higher education frameworks to advance American Indian decolonization, and I 
believe this study exhibits this type of work. 
2. All research should be participatory. This means that as sovereign nations, Tribes and 
their citizens must be willing and full participants from inception to conclusion. 
Response: This study utilizes a secondary analysis of an existing quantitative data set. 
The participants for this study voluntarily responded to the MSL survey. Their data 
have been protected by the study’s principal investigators and access is allowed only 
after careful review. Proper approvals for engaging human research subjects for this 
study were obtained by each participating institution. I believe this study, through its 
stated and published research protocols, adheres to this standard. 
3. American Indian cultural competence on the part of the researcher. Response: As an 
American Indian identifying researcher who studies and examines issues related to 
American Indian college students, I believe this study meets this standard as outlined 
in Chapter 1s discussion of the researcher. 
4. Beneficent research outcomes for American Indians. Response: This study 
approaches data analysis from a position of American Indian and college campus 
empowerment. If the results of this study find that certain campus environmental 
factors may lead to lower levels of involvement for American Indian students, the 
results will be framed as a campus deficit, not as a student deficit. Further, given the 
lack of research available to fully understand the involvement patterns of American 
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Indian students, this study’s results should be used as a tool for advocating higher 
education environmental and structural changes where appropriate in order to 
developmentally support American Indian college students.   
Summary 
This chapter has outlined the proposed methods for this quantitative study. 
Further, the design of this study may serve as a model for taking existing data from 
seemingly unrelated national studies where American Indian data were collected but not 































CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 
 
The purpose of this multi-institutional quantitative study was to identify campus 
environmental variables that may predict American Indian college student involvement. 
This chapter first includes a review of the sample demographic characteristics followed 
by hypothesis testing for both research questions. The hypothesis for research question 1 
was tested using a Pearson correlation statistic and the hypothesis for research question 2 
was tested using hierarchical multiple regression analysis. The specific results for each 
research question are included followed with a summary of this study’s results. 
Sample Characteristics 
The 2009 MSL data provided a sample size of 1,931 American Indian 
respondents with which to analyze the two research questions guiding this study. An 
examination of the characteristics of these students revealed 67% identified as women 
(n=1284) and 33% as men (n=626). The average age of respondents was 23.43 (SD = 
7.86); the distribution across class standings included 20% freshmen, 21% sophomores, 
27% juniors, and 32% seniors. Twenty-three percent of the sample identified as first 
generation college students, and 93% were enrolled full-time. A total of 33% of students 
reported transferring to their current institution. Thirty-eight percent reported living on 
campus; 40% of American Indian students in this study reported working off campus 
while 28% reported working on campus.  
Table 4.1 provides the means and standard deviations for frequency of 
involvement across categorical measures across categorical measures. These data indicate 
that American Indian students were involved at varying levels across the variables. 
American Indian students in this study were most involved when living on campus, 
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attending a public, doctoral, and research institutions, attending small colleges, being 
non-transfer and non-first generation students. 
Table 4.1 
Means and Standard Deviations for Frequency of Involvement across Categorical 
Measures (N=1931) 
 M SD 
Gender   
     Male  2.96 1.50 
     Female 2.88 1.50 
Generation Status   
     First-generation student 2.48 1.49 
     Non-first generation student 3.04 1.48 
Transfer Status   
     Transfer student 2.57 1.47 
     Non-transfer student 3.07 1.48 
Enrollment Status   
     Less than full-time student 2.13 1.30 
     Full-time student 2.96 1.49 
Class Standing   
     First-year 2.59 1.40 
     Sophomore 2.84 1.51 
     Junior 3.00 1.53 
     Senior 3.07 1.48 
Institutional Size   
     Small 3.27 1.41 
     Medium 2.91 1.50 
     Large 2.74 1.50 
Carnegie Type   
     Baccalaureate 3.10 1.45 
     Masters 2.70 1.49 
     Doctoral granting 3.18 1.44 
     High research 3.12 1.49 
Institutional Control   
     Public 3.30 1.41 
     Private 2.64 1.49 
Place of Residence   
     On-campus 3.37 1.40 
     Off-Campus 2.62 1.48 
MSL Question: “Since starting college, how often have you been an involved member in 
college organizations” Answer possibilities included: (1) = never involved; (2) = once; 






Compositional Representation and American Indian Student Involvement 
 
The first hypothesis examined the relationship between American Indian 
compositional campus representation and their level of involvement. The null hypothesis 
stated that no correlation exists between American Indian student compositional 
representation on campus and their level of involvement in college organizations. A 
Pearson correlation was employed to examine this hypothesis.  The null hypothesis was 
rejected as there was a significant correlation between the two variables (r = -.14, N = 
1,931, p < .01), although the strength of the relationship was small and negative.  The 
coefficient of determination was calculated to examine the amount of shared variance 
between the two variables by squaring the r-value. Compositional diversity of the 
American Indian population shared only 2% of the variance with level of involvement in 
college clubs and organizations. However, since the correlation was significant, the 
variable was retained for use in the second research hypothesis to examine if the 
relationship persisted in the context of other variables.  
Hypothesis 2 Multiple Regression 
 Hypothesis 2 examined campus environmental variables that may predict 
American Indian student involvement in college clubs and organizations. The null 
hypothesis stated that after controlling for personal characteristics and pre college 
involvement, the campus environmental variables for this study will not predict American 
Indian student involvement. A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was employed to 
examine the variables for this research hypothesis.  Prior to analysis, collinearity 
diagnostics were calculated to ensure adherence to core assumptions of the analytic 
technique.  Diagnostic statistics assessing zero order corrections, variance inflation 
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factors (VIF), and tolerance levels indicated that there were no violations of the 
assumptions of multicollinearity. Correlations did not exceed .478, and the VIF ranged 
from 1.12 to 2.94 (should not be above 10) and tolerance statistics (should not be less 
than .10) ranged from 0.360 to 0.901, all of which were within appropriate parameters 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  
Table 4.2 





M SD Coding 
Demographics     
     Gender  0.67 0.47 0 = Male  
1 = Female 
     Age 23.43 7.89 Open response 
     First-generation college student status 0.23 0.42 0 = Non - first 
generation 
1 = First 
generation 
         
Pre-college involvement     
     Student government 1.87 1.11 (Response options 
for all Pre-college 
involvement 
variables) 
1 = Never 
2= Sometimes 
3= Often 
4= Very often 
     Pep club 1.78 1.10 
     Arts 2.55 1.25 
     Academic 2.43 1.14 
     Sports 2.64 1.29 
     Leadership positions in clubs 2.68 1.23 
     Service 2.53 0.94 
     Membership in community organizations 2.61 1.08 
    
Student characteristics     
     Transfer Status 0.67 0.47 0 = Started here 
1 = Started 
elsewhere 
     Enrollment Status 0.93 0.25 0 = Less than full 
time 
1 = Full time 
     Class standing (first-year) 0.20 0.40 Dummy coded (0, 
1) with Seniors 
and beyond 
serving as the 
reference group 
     Class standing (sophomore) 0.20 0.40 
     Class standing (junior) 0.27 0.44 
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Institutional characteristics    
     Size (small < 3,000) 0.15 0.36 Dummy coded (0, 
1) with large 
schools serving as 
the reference group 
     Size (medium < 10,000) 0.49 0.50 
     Carnegie (baccalaureate) 0.15 0.35 Dummy coded (0, 
1) with “high 
research” serving 
as the reference 
group 
     Carnegie (masters) 0.51 0.50 
     Carnegie (doctoral granting) 0.08 0.27 
     Compositional Representation 5.95 10.95  
Student experiences    
     Faculty mentoring 2.62 1.22 Response options 
for all mentoring 
questions 
1 = Never 
2 = Once 
3 = Sometimes 
4 = Often 
     Student affairs mentoring 1.71 1.07 
     Peer mentoring 2.44 1.28 
     Employer mentoring 3.09 0.79 
     Place of residence 0.62 0.49 0 = on campus 
1 = off campus 
     Hours worked off campus  9.70 14.44 Hours 
     Hours worked on campus 3.56 7.26 Hours 
         
 
Campus climate 
   
     Sense of belonging experience  3.78 0.89 Composite  
Scales 
1 = Disagree  
5 = Agree 
     Non-Discriminatory climate experience  3.99 0.93 
    
Dependent Variable    
    Involvement in college organizations 2.90 1.50 1 = Never 
2 = Once 
3 = Sometimes 
4 = Many times 
5 = Much of the 
time 
    







Overall, the results of the regression analysis indicate that this campus 
environment involvement model explained a significant amount of the variance of 
American Indian college student involvement (R
2
 = .339) and therefore the null 
hypothesis is rejected. Table 4.2 presented the means and standard deviations for the 
variables of this study and Table 4.3 presents the study’s regression model summary for 




∆, and the Adjusted R
2
 are presented. R is 
the square root of R
2
 and represents the correlation between the predicted and observed 
values of involvement. R
2
 is the amount of variance in the dependent variable that is 
explained by the independent variables. The Adjusted R
2
 accounts for the variance that 
may occur randomly as the independent variables entered into the analysis. The model 
gains strength the closer R
2
 is to Adjusted R
2 
(Grimm & Yarnold, 1995). All blocks were 
significant at the p < .001 level. 
Block 1: Demographics 
 The demographic block of variables included the variables of gender, age, and 
first-generation status. Within this block, none of the variables proved to be significant 
predictors for involvement when considered independently in the model. This block 
accounted for 4.4% of the model’s variance and was significant at the p <.001 level. 
Block 2: Pre-college Involvement 
 The pre-college involvement block of variables included student government, pep 








Final Regression Results 
 American Indian  
Involvement in College 
B β p 
Block 1: Demographics     
     Gender  -.114 -.036 .252 
     Age -.008 -.041 -.243 
     First-generation college student status -.159 -.045 .153 
     R
2                                                          
            .044    
     R
2 
∆                                               .044***    
    
Block 2: Pre-college involvement     
     Student government .001 .001 .979 
     Pep club .019 .014 .694 
     Arts .037 .031 .343 
     Academic .134 .102 .004** 
     Sports .055 .047 .162 
     Leadership positions in clubs .114 .093 .018* 
     Service .080 .051 .160 
     Membership in community organizations .078 .056 .104 
     R
2
                                                   .156    
     R
2
 ∆                                               .113***    
    
Block 3: Student characteristics     
     Transfer Status .197 .062 .070 
     Enrollment Status .046 .008 .812 
     Class standing (first-year) -1.007 -.269 .000*** 
     Class standing (sophomore) -.632 -.170 .000*** 
     Class standing (junior) -.217 -.065 .065 
     R
2
                                                   .205    
     R
2
 ∆                                               .049***    
    
Block 4: Institutional characteristics    
     Compositional AI representation -.004 -.027 .522 
     Size (small) .256 .062 .225 
     Size (medium) .239 .081 .105 
     Carnegie (baccalaureate) -.299 -.071 .104 
     Carnegie (masters) -.321 -.107 .020* 
     Carnegie (doctoral granting) -.184 -.033 .347 
     Control (public) -.090 -.030 .526 
     R
2
                                                   .236    
     R
2
 ∆                                               .031***    
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Block 5: Student experiences 
     Faculty mentoring .098 .079 .020* 
     Student affairs mentoring .131 .093 .004** 
     Peer mentoring .070 .060 .076 
     Employer mentoring -.014 -.007 .816 
     Place of residence (living off campus) -.509 -.166 .000*** 
     Working off campus  -.007 -.064 .070* 
     Working on campus .018 .086 .007** 
      R
2
                                                  .318    
     R
2
 ∆                                               .081***    
    
Block 6: Campus climate    
     Sense of belonging  .241 .144 .000*** 
     Non-discriminatory climate -.166 -.103 .001** 
     R
2
                                                   .339    
     R
2
 ∆                                               .022***    
    
Total R
2
                                             .339***    
Adjusted R
2                                 
                  .311***    
F32.757 = 12.14, p < .001    
N = 1,931    
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001,.  
 
experience, and membership in community groups. Within this block, participation in 
high school academic clubs and organizations was a significant positive college 
involvement predictor (p < .01). Holding a leadership position and participation in high 
school academic clubs and organizations were also a significant independent predictors 
(p < .05) within the model. The remaining variables did not prove to be significant 
predictors for the block or model when considered independently. The pre-college 
involvement block accounted for 11.3% of the overall model’s variance, the most of any 
block in the model, and was significant at the p <.001 level. 
Block 3: Student Characteristics 
 The variables entered in block three included transfer status, enrollment status, 
and class standing. Independently, first-year and sophomore American Indian college 
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students, both with negative beta weights, were significantly (p < .001) less likely to be 
involved than juniors and seniors. The remaining block variables of transfer and 
enrollment status did not prove to be significant predictors for the model when 
considered independently. The student characteristics block accounted for 4.9% of the 
overall variance of the model and was significant at the p <.001 level. 
Block 4: Institutional Characteristics 
 As a variable block, institutional characteristics included compositional American 
Indian representation, institutional size, and Carnegie type. The only variable that 
indicated significance (p < .05) as an independent predictor was masters level institutions. 
The beta weight for this variable was negative indicating American Indian students at 
master level institutions are less likely to be involved than at large institutions. 
Compositional representation was not significant. Overall this block accounted for 3.1% 
of the model’s variance and was significant at the p <.001 level.  
Block 5: Student Experiences 
 The variables entering this block included faculty mentoring, student affairs staff 
mentoring, peer mentoring, employer mentoring, living on or off campus, and working on 
or off campus. This block contained the most variables indicating significance. Place of 
residence was a significant predictor (p < .001) of involvement for this block within the 
model. In this case the beta weight was negative indicating those living on campus were 
significantly more likely to be involved than students living off campus. Similarly, 
working off campus was a significant (p < .05) negative predictor of involvement. 
However, working on campus was a significant (p < .01) positive predictor of campus 
involvement. Likewise, being mentored by student affairs personnel was a significant (p 
89 
 
< .01) predictor of American Indian student involvement. Mentoring by a faculty member 
was also a significant (p < .05) predictor of involvement but was not as strongly 
predictive as mentoring by student affairs staff. This block accounted for 8.1% of the 
variance for this model, second only to pre-college involvement as the two variable 
blocks explaining the most variance in the model and was significant at the p <.001 level. 
Block 6: Campus Climate 
 Campus climate variables in this block included the composite scales of sense of 
belonging and non-discriminatory climate. Both variables were significant at the p < .001 
levels. Sense of belonging was a significant positive predictor for American Indian 
student involvement. Conversely, a non-discriminatory climate was a significant negative 
predictor for American Indian student involvement. Overall this block explained 2.2% of 
the variance for the regression model and was significant at the p <.001 level.  A 
summary of the model’s regression blocks follow in Table 4.3. 
Table 4.4 
Model Summary 








  F  Sig. F  
1. Demographics .209 .044 .040 .044 11.941 .000 
2. Pre college involvement .395 .156 .144 .113 12.985 .000 
3. Student characteristics .453 .205 .189 .049 9.544 .000 
4. Inst. Characteristics .486 .236 .213 .031 4.452 .000 
5. Student experiences .564 .318 .291 .081 12.913 .000 
6. Campus climate .582 .339 .311 .022 12.314 .000 
*** p < .001, ** p < .01. * p < .05 
 As shown in Table 4.4, the complete regression model explained 34% of the 
sample’s variance of the dependent variable of campus involvement. As shown by the 
variable regression blocks in Table 4.3, significant negative predictors of involvement 
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included class standing as a first-year or sophomore student, attending a master’s level 
institution, living and working off campus, and experiencing a non-discriminatory 
climate. Significant positive predictors of American Indian student involvement included 
having been involved in academic clubs and holding leadership positions in high school, 
being mentored by student affairs staff or faculty members in college, and a sense of 
belonging on campus. Although collectively all regression blocks explained a significant 
proportion of the model’s variance, 66% of the variance remains unexplained in this 
study. As previously discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, influences of family and other types 
of involvement not typically accounted for in the college student involvement literature 
may also be influencing American Indian student involvement beyond the variables used 
in this study. 
Summary 
 Chapter 4 provided a comprehensive overview of the study’s findings. This 
chapter included a review of the two research questions guiding this study, characteristics 
of this study’s sample, statistical analyses and hypothesis testing for each research 
question, and a regression summary. The next and last chapter will discuss the major 









CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 
  This chapter includes a review of the problem statement and a summary of the 
study’s methods and results. The chapter then provides a discussion of the findings as 
they relate to prior research. Implications for research and practice, as well as limitations 
associated of the study are included. Finally, the chapter concludes with suggestions and 
directions for future research and conclusion. 
Review of Study 
  American Indian college students are the most likely of all racial groups to not 
experience college success as it relates to retention and graduation.  More than four 
decades of research have shown collegiate involvement to be an important factor leading 
to college success (Astin, 1962, 1977, 1984, 2001). However, student affairs practitioners 
and higher education institutions are least informed about American Indian college 
students when compared with the other racial/ethnic student groups. Historically, student 
development research and the literature on college student involvement do not adequately 
include findings related to American Indian college students (Lowe, 2005). In 
quantitative research, this is primarily because American Indian student sample sizes are 
often too small for statistical comparison with other student group data. Qualitative 
researchers have attempted to address this research gap by conducting studies that are 
often campus, location, tribe, and region specific, and subsequently these findings lack a 
transferable quality for use on other campuses.  
  With 92% of American Indian college students attending predominantly White 
institutions of higher education where they often represent 1% of the campus population 
or less, their quantitative and qualitative invisibility continues to challenge higher 
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education settings and practitioners. This challenge becomes truly evident as 
administrators seek to develop inclusive campuses with American Indian students only to 
discover a lack of research from which to develop evidence-based interventions.  
  This quantitative research study utilized American Indian data collected from 99 
campuses and approached the problem from an institutional perspective and not from a 
student deficit perspective. This means that the study sought to identify institutional 
environments promoting developmentally appropriate American Indian student 
involvement and indicate areas where the concept of collegiate involvement may not be 
working as expected within the campus environment. Further, the traditional concept of 
involvement is reconsidered from the experiences of American Indian college students as 
informed by the literature and the study’s findings.  
  It is tempting to foreclose many Euro-American constructs such as the United 
States higher education system and its inherent colonial aspects when considering 
educational best practices with American Indian college students. However,  with Tribal 
colleges (and more recently, with the efforts of many predominantly White institutions), 
the concept and utility of a college education for American Indians is “the key to social 
renewal, and without question the most significant development in American Indian 
communities since World War II…” (Boyer, 1997, p. 1).  “Early leaders of the tribal 
college movement understood that possession of mainstream (American) literacy was 
essential to their participation in this imperfect market-advantaged society” (Benham, 
2003, p. 3). In fact, the ongoing adoption and retooling of existing educational 
frameworks has been utilized by American Indians as a method for achieving educational 
sovereignty (Benham, 2003). Like today, early American Indian communities were fully 
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engaged global citizens prior to Colonization (Debo, 1989). Overall, American Indians 
have always valued education, although tribal educational approaches were often 
different from those practiced by European colonists. Prior to Colonization my Choctaw 
tribe, for example, was a frequent trading partner with England, France, and Spain and 
often shared goods and technologies that were mutually beneficial (Debo, 1989). These 
partnerships also resulted in immigration with others joining the Tribe and assimilating 
into Choctaw culture (Debo, 1989). Trading in ideas and goods, while maintaining tribal 
culture, has long been a practice of many tribes.  Therefore, as with the adaption of 
European and Euro-American constructs of higher education by Tribal colleges, the 
concept of collegiate involvement seems to provide a broad framework from which this 
research study may adapt…a concept that should not be foreclosed simply because of its 
Euro-American roots. Although some aspects of traditional collegiate involvement are 
somewhat universal when related to college success, other aspects of campus 
involvement may not work directly with American Indian college students and therefore 
should be revisited.  
Review of Methods 
 
 This section will provide a review the methods of this study including, research 
questions, design, and analyses. The primary purpose of this quantitative study was to 
identify variables that may predict American Indian student involvement in college. Two 
research questions guided this study: 
1. Is there a significant relationship between American Indian compositional campus 
representation and level of involvement? 
 





 College involvement has been shown to be an important predictor of student 
success and learning (Astin, 1985; Fischer, 2007; Hoffman, 2002; Moore, et. al 1998). 
This study is unique in that it draws from a large American Indian college student sample 
from a national study that was designed for the framework guiding this study. And, this 
study is likely the largest of its type with American Indian data. The theoretical 
framework guiding this study is Astin’s (1985) research on student involvement. Applied 
to the college setting as the college impact model, it has been operationalized into the 
inputs-environment-outcome (IEO) framework. The IEO framework was modified for 
this particular study by moving collegiate involvement from an environmental variable to 
an outcome variable in an effort to identify campus environmental predictors for 
American Indian student involvement. The first research question tested the variable 
relationship between campus compositional racial diversity with American Indian student 
involvement. The second research question sought to identify campus environmental 
predictors of American Indian student involvement.  
 Data used for this study were originally collected in 2009 for the Multi-
Institutional Study of Leadership and were secondarily analyzed for the questions guiding 
this study.  Following is a brief review of the data analysis procedures for each research 
question. 
 The first research question explored whether the level of American Indian student 
involvement was a function of the percentage of American Indian students on campus. A 
linear correlation coefficient was utilized to test this hypothesis. The Pearson correlation 
coefficient (r) was used to determine the degree of relationship between the variables. If a 
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significant relationship existed, then the independent variable was entered into the 
regression analysis for research question two as a possible predictor variable.  
 The second research question explored whether the level of American Indian 
student involvement (dependent variable) was a function of several sequentially blocked 
environmental variables. Hierarchical multiple regression was utilized for this question 
since it is a statistical procedure used to analyze the relationship between one dependent 
variable and several independent variables, and is preferred over step-wise regression 
analysis due to its predictive nature (Howell, 2002).   
Tabachinick and Fidell (2001) suggested each independent variable block, as 
outlined in Chapter 3’s Table 3.3, be entered into a hierarchical, or sequential regression, 
in an “order specified by the researcher…and is assessed in terms of what it adds to the 
equation at its own point of entry” (p. 131).  The blocks of variables are assigned to the 
regression equation according to a logical or theoretical basis (Tabachinick & Fidell, 
2001) as supported by the literature in Chapter 2. The statistical analysis included 
procedures to guard against issues related to outliers and multicollinearity (Howell, 2002; 
Tabachinick & Fidell, 2001) which occurs when two or more independent variables 
approach singularity.  
Summary of Results 
 This section presents the results of this study. The hypotheses for each research 
question are outlined below then followed with a detailed discussion related to the 
findings.  
 The 2009 MSL data provided a sample size of 1,931 American Indian 
respondents for analyzing the two research questions guiding this study.  There were a 
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total of 33 independent variables examined across the two research questions. Thirty-two 
of these variables were associated with research question two and were organized into six 
hierarchical regression blocks. All six blocks were found to explain a significant 
proportion of the observed variance at the p<.001 level. American Indian college student 
respondents in this study reported a mean involvement score of 2.90 (SD = 1.50), which 
translates to “sometimes involved.” This finding is consistent with existing research on 
the average involvement of college students (Astin, 2001). However, as this study 
indicated, the campus environmental impact on college student involvement has not been 
specifically measured for American Indian students, so this study’s findings addressed 
the gap in the involvement research literature. 
 The null hypothesis for research question was rejected as there was a significant 
negative correlation between the two variables (r=-.14, N = 1,931, p < .01), although the 
strength of the relationship was small and negative, it only explained 2% of the variance. 
This finding will be fully discussed within the next research question as it relates to the 
student experience block of variables. 
 The null hypothesis for research question two stated that the environmental 
variables from the literature placed in hierarchical blocks would not contribute to the 
explained variance with student involvement. Collinearity diagnostics were calculated, 
and diagnostic statistics assessing zero order correlations, variance inflation factors, and 
tolerance levels indicated all results were within appropriate parameters.  
 Overall, the results of the regression model indicated that the modified campus 
environment involvement model designed for this study explained a significant amount 
of the variance of American Indian college student involvement (R
2
 = .339, F32, 757 = 
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12.14, p<.001). Within the model, the regression analysis indicated specific variables in 
several of the blocks as significant predictors of American Indian student involvement.  
 Prior to college, involvement in high school academic clubs and holding 
leadership positions were significant predictors for collegiate involvement. The pre-
college regression block accounted for 11.3% of the model’s overall variance. First and 
second year American Indian students were significant negative predictors of collegiate 
involvement. In the institutional characteristics block, attending a masters-type institution 
was a negative predictor of American Indian involvement – and the only variable 
showing significance for this regression block.  The student experiences regression block 
held the most variables indicating significant predictors of American Indian student 
involvement. Mentoring relationships with faculty and student affairs professionals were 
significant positive predictors of American Indian student involvement, while living and 
working off-campus were negatively predictive of involvement. However, working on 
campus was a positive significant predictor variable of collegiate involvement. This block 
explained 8.1% of the model’s overall variance.  In the last regression block, both 
campus climate variables were significant predictors of campus involvement. As 
composite measures, the sense of belonging variable was a significant positive predictor 
of student involvement, whereas the variable for experiencing a non-discriminatory 
climate was a significant negative predictor of collegiate involvement. The next sections 
will discuss the regression blocks and their variables in more depth as they confirmed and 





Generalizing and American Indians 
 In the spirit of ethical research that benefits American Indian college students, I 
wish to make clear how I use and discuss the term generalizability. There are several 
perspectives from which to view generalizations as they relate to American Indian 
college students. My colleague, Shelly Lowe (2005), discusses generalizations from the 
perspective of how student affairs professionals should interact individually with 
American Indian college students.  
Never generalize; treat each student as a unique person. Understand that 
not all Native American students have the same backgrounds, experiences, 
cultural traditions, or knowledge of higher education. The worst thing to 
do is to stereotype Native American students or assume they all have the 
same problems. Instead, be sure to ask questions that allow you to get 
insight into that individual student’s situation without seeming overly 
forward. Give suggestions and direction based on the individual situation. 
Take time to hear and learn each student’s story in order to work with that 
student and other Native American students as well as for your own 
growth. The more you learn about different Native American student 
experiences, the more tools you will have to work with in student affairs. 
(p. 38) 
 
Yet, in the same text she calls for more research and explains that footnotes in 
quantitative research are no longer acceptable as I too have been writing and discussing 
since 2004.  This has presented the American Indian and higher education communities 
with a dilemma. How do we conduct more research knowing that some level of 
generalizability across institutions will be necessary to share research findings where they 
are often needed the most and where most American Indians attend college, 
predominantly White institutions.  
 This study’s quantitative results should be interpreted in a way that supports and 
empowers existing studies especially those with qualitative findings where the variables 
are similar. Further, if this quantitative study can support greater transferability of 
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qualitative research that in turn supports American Indian college student development, 
then I believe this meets the beneficence standard of the ethical research guidelines 
discussed in chapters 1 through 3. Overall, this study’s results should only be generalized 
in ways that transform institutions of higher education into places where American Indian 
college students easily find support for collegiate involvement without having to 
relinquish their sense of self. Ideally, generalizable research results should be used in 
practice to help connect American Indian college students to college experiences that 
strengthen their sense of self and identity in ways that are developmentally appropriate 
for each individual student and lead to graduation. Of course this requires that institutions 
and their faculty and staff be culturally competent through research and practice which in 
turn may result in a transformation experience for institutions of higher education. 
Discussion of Findings 
 
 This section includes a detailed discussion of this study’s findings as they relate to 
the existing literature. First, the involvement regression model is interpreted in relation to 
the extant research on American Indian college students with discussion and 
interpretations for each regression block’s significant variables. Implications for practice 
are then included followed by the study’s limitations and suggestions for future research. 
 The results of this study support previous qualitative and quantitative studies 
found in the literature that examined campus environmental variables and their influence 
on American Indian college student experiences.  Some research related to American 
Indian college students are based on anecdotal and personal experiences of and with 
American Indian college students, faculty, and administrators, as well as those by non-
Native student affairs professionals and higher education administrators. These 
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experiences, often captured in book chapters and articles, may also be supported by this 
research study where appropriate. Where most of the existing qualitative research on the 
experiences of American Indian college students was limited by context (e.g., single 
campus, tribe or region specific), this national quantitative study supports several prior 
research study findings and provides a basis for broader external application of those 
findings as discussed below.  This study also raises new questions related to how 
involvement is defined and challenges the narrow application of student involvement as a 
construct for institutional understanding of American Indian college student involvement. 
American Indian Perspective 
 Higher education’s understanding of American Indian college student 
involvement is limited by research and context. Therefore this study used the traditional 
involvement framework as a point of departure to address this gap in the research on 
college student involvement. For this study, Astin’s (1985) college involvement model 
was adapted and modified for use with campus environmental variables identified in the 
limited literature known to influence American Indian college student involvement. This 
was done in an effort to determine if these variables could be identified as predictors of 
American Indian involvement. However, as previously stated, where involvement was 
not a “fit” for American Indian students, this was not viewed or interpreted as an 
American Indian problem that should be solved by others, but rather calls into question 
the definition of and campus expectations for collegiate involvement.  This breaks with 
the traditional use of involvement as an environmental variable used to predict outcomes 
such as student success. The approach used in this study provides an opportunity to 
examine the traditional context of involvement while allowing for flexibility to 
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reexamine the construct of involvement where traditional campus environmental 
variables may not connect with American Indian college students. 
Demographic Variables 
 This study’s findings indicated that gender, age, and first-generation status were 
not significant predictors of American Indian student involvement. These findings both 
contradict and confirm existing literature about college students in general, students of 
color, and American Indian students.  
 American Indian women are more likely to be enrolled in college than men. The 
national data indicate that 61% of American Indian college students are women (NCES, 
2009), which closely matches the data for this study where women comprised 67% of the 
sample. For college students overall, women were expected to be more involved than 
men (Pike & Kuh, 2005; Pike, Kuh, & Gonyea, 2003) which is not reflected in the results 
of this study. American Indian men (M = 2.96, SD = 1.50) and women (M = 2.88, SD = 
1.50) respondents reported being involved at similar levels thereby gender was not a 
significant predictor of involvement.   
 Age was also not a significant predictor of American Indian involvement. At first 
glance, there may be several reasons for this, including the fact that nationally American 
Indian college students tend to be  less represented in the traditional age category (18-24) 
than other racial/ethnic groups (NCES, 2009). Combining the age and gender variables, 
research indicates that traditional age college women are expected to be more involved 
than traditional age college men (Pike & Kuh, 2005), possibly pointing to the reason 
American Indian gender is not predictive of involvement. However, the average age of 
American Indian students for this study’s sample was 23.43 (SD = 7.86), younger than 
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expected (Freeman & Fox, 2005), and yet age and gender remained non-significant 
predictors for involvement. Somewhat overlapping with gender and age, first-generation 
status for women of color has shown to result in less campus involvement (Pike & Kuh, 
2005). Again, first-generation status was not a significant predictor of involvement for 
America Indian college students.  However, first generation students (M = 2.48, SD = 
1.49) were less involved than their non-first generation (M = 3.04, SD = 1.48) 
counterparts, but not at levels significant enough to predict involvement.  These data may 
be connected with Lundberg et al’s (2007) findings on involvement for first-generation 
students of color, including American Indians, showing that quality of involvement is 
more important that quantity of involvement. This also agrees with Pace (1984) and 
Astin’s (1991) consensus around quality over quantity of student involvement. American 
Indian students may be focused on navigating their academic environment and less 
focused on co-curricular involvement during their first and second years (Lundberg et al. 
2007) therefore more careful about the quantity of involvement they seek. 
 This study’s dependent variable of involvement in college organizations was 
measured with the relationship between the independent variables and whether these 
variables could predict an increase or decrease in involvement. Considering the average 
response for involvement among the American Indian sample was 2.90 (SD = 1.50) (1 = 
never involved to 5 = much of the time), collectively these findings indicate that 
American Indian students are somewhat involved, and that gender, age, and first 
generation status do not significantly predict more involvement. Although not statistically 
significant for American Indians and the dependent variable, these are important findings 
since this level of specificity was not previously available in the research. 
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Pre-college Involvement Variables 
 Of the pre-college involvement control variables included in this study, 
involvement in high school academic clubs and organizations and holding leadership 
positions in high school organizations were significant predictors of collegiate 
involvement. The literature on the effects of pre-college involvement is a growing area of 
research, especially as high school involvement is increasingly connected to collegiate 
outcomes college (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Komives & Johnson, 2009; Rose-Krasnor, 
Busseri, et al., 2006). The pre-college involvement regression block’s variables for this 
study explained 11.3% of the variance for the dependent variable, the second highest of 
all regression blocks, and was significant at the p < .001 level. This confirms that pre-
college experiences should be controlled when studying similar variables in the college 
context (Astin, 2001) for American Indians and that certain types of pre-college 
involvement predict college involvement (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Komives & Johnson, 
2009; Rose-Krasnor, et al., 2006). Although prior studies do not specifically indicate that 
pre-college involvement for American Indian students predicts college involvement, this 
study does indicate that specific pre-college leadership experiences and academic-related 
club participation are significant predictors of college involvement for American Indians 
and thus a contribution to the literature.  
 American Indian involvement in high school academic related clubs and 
organizations may be an indication of experiencing high school academic success and 
therefore greater likelihood of college readiness (Perna & Thomas, 2008). However, 
college readiness may not automatically translate to college enrollment or collegiate 
involvement, especially for students from lower income families (Perna & Thomas, 
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2008). Nonetheless, this study indicates that for American Indian college students who 
were involved in high school academic clubs and held leadership positions were 
significantly likely to become more involved in college.  
Student Characteristic Variables 
 The student characteristic variables identified in the extant literature for this study 
included transfer, enrollment status, and class standing. The results of this study indicated 
that American Indian class standing, at the first and second years, were each significant 
(p < .001) negative predictors of American Indian involvement and the only significant 
variables for this block of variables. These findings largely agree with existing research 
on other groups by race and ethnicity (Abrahamowicz, 1988; Hurtado & Carter, 1997).  
With the majority (55%) of American Indian students transferring into four-year 
universities from two-year colleges (NCES, 2009),  which is the highest of all 
racial/ethnic transfer groups and similar to Latino college students, the existing research 
indicates that their transfer status should translate into greater involvement by students of 
color (Wawrzynksi & Sedlacek, 2003). However, the research basis for that conclusion 
did not include an American Indian sample and therefore American Indians are not 
represented within the “students of color” group. Informing the current literature, this 
research study indicates that American Indian students who transfer were somewhat less 
involved (M = 2.57, SD = 1.47) but not at a significant level in comparison to their non-
transfer counterparts (M = 3.07, SD = 1.47).  However, the lower than expected (33%) 
American Indian transfer numbers in the sample for this study also indicates that more 
non-transfer students were represented in the sample than anticipated. Patterson Cross’s 
(2002) study of 232 American Indian students indicated that full-time transfer students 
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were more likely to graduate than their part-time counterparts indicating that full-time 
attendance is important to collegiate success for American Indian transfer students. Yet 
once again there were no significant findings between involvement by full-time (M = 
2.96, SD = 1.49) and part-time (M = 2.13, SD = 1.30) status. Full-time students accounted 
for 93% of the American Indian sample for this study. It is quite obvious though that the 
involvement directions for transfer and enrollment status are in line with the existing 
literature. However, these findings may also indicate a differential effect related to 
involvement’s impact on student success than what may be expected from the literature. 
Institutional Characteristic Variables 
 The institutional characteristic variables included compositional American Indian 
representation, institutional size, Carnegie type, and control.  The only variable shown to 
be predictive of American Indian college involvement was attending a masters-type 
institution, and that relationship was negative. This variable was significant at the p < .05 
level and this block of variables explained a total of 3.1% of the variance with the 
dependent variable. Since many masters level institutions have roots as teacher’s colleges 
and may embrace vocationally focused missions, their vocational emphasis may not 
result in increased student engagement (Hu & Kuh, 2003). However, this does not 
explain the negative relationship. Perhaps American Indian students who attend masters 
level institutions are more likely to work off-campus and be non-traditional students, both 
indicators of less student involvement, which might explain this study’s results since one-
third of this study’s sample attended masters level institutions. The large percentage of 
American Indian enrollment at masters level institutions for this study is consistent with 
national data (NCES, 2002).  
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 For the remaining institutional characteristics of compositional representation, 
size, and control, the findings seem to contradict the existing literature across these 
variables. Although tangentially connected to involvement, Pavel (1999) reported that 
American Indian students were more likely to graduate from large private institutions 
within six years than American Indian students at other sizes and types of institutions. 
For students of color, Fischer (2007) and Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) have found 
mixed results related to involvement and institutional size. This study seems to reduce 
any ambiguity in the literature for American Indian students by showing that institutional 
size does not appear to be predictive of involvement. However, it is interesting to note 
that the larger (Large - M = 2.74, SD = 1.50; Medium – M = 2.91, SD = 1.50; Small – M 
= 3.27, SD = 1.41) the institution the less American Indian students are involved. 
Although the literature presents mixed results regarding institutional size and American 
Indian student experiences across varying types of involvement (Fischer, 2007; Hoffman, 
2002; Lundberg, et al., 2007; Moore et al., 1998; Pike, Kuh, & Gonyea, 2003), this study 
contributes to the literature by clarifying that for American Indians institutional size is 
not a significant predictor of involvement. Likewise, differences between public and 
private institutional control do not seem to contribute to American Indian college student 
involvement. These findings help to clarify the literature for these variables as they relate 
to involvement for American Indians. 
 Compositional American Indian representation was negatively correlated to 
involvement for the first research question of this study. However, the strength of the 
relationship was small (r = -.14) and explained only 2% of the variance with the 
dependent variable. Since there was a statistically significant correlation compositional 
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American Indian representation was retained as a variable for the institutional 
characteristics regression block but it did not gain predictive significance. Compositional 
representation (Milem, Chang, & Antonio, 2005) refers to the representation of 
historically underrepresented racial/ethnic student groups on campus. It has been argued 
that increasing the campus composition of underrepresented groups may result in student-
level and campus-level benefits, namely campus engagement, retention, and overall 
satisfaction (Milem, 2003). Therefore, a logical argument could be made that the greater 
the compositional representation of American Indians the more they may be involved on 
campus. However, this study seems to complicate at least one aspect of this argument. As 
previously discussed, American Indians are often less visible than other racial/ethnic 
campus populations due to their overall small campus populations and varying 
phenotypes. Even if the American Indian national population was doubled overnight from 
1% of the average campus population to 2%, the visible campus composition would 
likely appear constant. This point highlights the likely future physical invisibility of 
American Indians on our college campuses and therefore the potential lack of efficacy for 
utilizing any visible component of compositional representation as it relates to American 
Indians on typical college campuses, especially PWIs. Although American Indian campus 
compositional representation is certainly important, other factors related to American 
Indian representation such as numbers of support programs and activities a campus offers 
should be explored rather than simply anticipating an increased physical presence of 





Student Experience Variables 
 The student experience variables were the most active group within the regression 
model. The variables included mentoring by faculty, student affairs staff, peers and 
employers; living on or off campus; and working on and off campus. The results of this 
regression block support many existing research findings related to American Indian (and 
students of color) mentor relationships with faculty and student affairs staff as they 
connected to types of involvement (Berrington, 2003; Fischer, 2007; Guillory & 
Wolverton, 2008; Jackson, 2003; Love, 1995; Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004; Lundberg, 
2007; Wilson, 1997). This finding is particularly important because student affairs-
student interaction data are rarely collected or discussed in the literature (Love, 1995). 
This study’s finding that student affairs mentor relationships with American Indian 
students significantly predicts involvement is a specific quantitative finding that has not 
reported in the literature prior to this study for this study’s population. However, as 
expected, faculty and student affairs mentoring relationships were each significant 
predictors of American Indian student involvement. This finding also connects with 
Astin’s (1993, 2001) research results indicating that faculty-student interactions lead to 
other positive collegiate outcomes. However, peer-mentoring relationships were not a 
significant predictor of American Indian involvement, findings that seem to contradict 
involvement patterns from prior research for college students in general (Astin, 2001; 
Milem & Berger, 1997) and for American Indian students (Shotton, Oosahwe, & Cintron, 
2007).  Research on peer relationships for American Indian college students was scant 
and was generally not connected directly to the variables of this study. This study did not 
distinguish between different and same race peer relationships, which may provide 
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differential effects (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Fries-Britt, 1998). Results of this 
study indicated peer and employer relationships do not directly influence American 
Indian student involvement. 
 Consistent with the prevailing college student involvement research, living off 
campus was a significant negative predictor of collegiate involvement (Astin, 1993, 
2001). Data related to residential proximity to campus were not available for this study; 
however, prior research indicates that living close to campus may have similar effects on 
campus involvement as living on campus does (Astin, 2001). Pike and Kuh (2005) agree 
that living on campus had the largest positive direct effect on important collegiate 
outcomes. This does not mean that American Indian students must live on or near campus 
to experience involvement success, but rather how involvement opportunities are 
designed and developed by campus administrators may need to be revisited. American 
Indian students who have traditional community ties and live within driving distance to 
campus may choose to commute as a way of maintaining important community 
relationships (Waterman, 2009).  Involvement opportunities are often designed as on-
campus activities and events, therefore privileging on-campus residents with involvement 
opportunities (Jacoby, 2000; Jacoby & Garland, 2004).  Involvement has typically been 
defined and measured as an on-campus construct (Astin, 2001). However, there may be 
off-campus types of environments that lead to student involvement not generally 
measured in the involvement research as it relates to important collegiate outcomes such 
as graduation rates. This study also included employer mentoring as a variable for 
campus involvement, but it was not shown to be a significant predictor.  
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 As expected working off-campus was significantly negatively predictive (p < .05) 
of involvement, whereas working on-campus was positively (p < .01) predictive of 
involvement. These findings are consistent with Astin’s (2001) research on student 
employment and its relationship with campus involvement. Like many of the previous 
findings, these student employment data are the first nationally representative data with 
American Indian college students confirming or contradicting well-established findings 
related to student involvement. 
Campus Climate Variables 
 The two composite variables constituting campus climate for this study included 
sense of belonging and experiencing a non-discriminatory climate. Both variables were 
significant predictors of American Indian involvement, however not as expected. As 
expected, American Indian student sense of belonging was significantly and positively 
predictive of collegiate involvement whereas experiencing a non-discriminatory climate 
was negatively predictive. Measuring the campus climate among underrepresented 
groups is important for understanding how racism and prejudice affect collegiate 
outcomes (Hurtado, et al., 1998; Cabrera, et al., 1999). Campus climate research for 
American Indian students has indicated that hostile campus climates do exist and 
negatively affect campus experiences such as involvement (Brown & Robinson Kurpius, 
1997; Cole & Denzine, 2002; Huffman, 1991; Jackson, 2003; Lin, et al., 1988). However, 
past studies about American Indian campus climate experiences were often limited in 
scope through single institution or tribe-specific contexts. This national data study 
supports prior research by indicating that when American Indian students experience a 
sense of campus belonging (p < .001) they are likely to become more involved. 
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Conversely, when American Indian students experience a non-discriminatory climate (p 
< .001) their involvement is negatively predicted. Upon further analysis of the literature, 
it seems prior campus studies have not divided campus climate between the two variable 
constructs employed in this study as a measure of campus climate. In fact, after reviewing 
the campus climate literature, it seems campus climate measures are inconsistent thereby 
possibly measuring different experiences while naming them all campus climate which 
now seems to complicate direct comparisons (Brown, et al., 1997; Cole & Denzine, 2002; 
Huffman, 1991; Jackson, et al., 2003; Lin, et al., 1988). Regardless, these studies do 
indicate clear evidence that overall hostile campus climate experiences may negatively 
impact student experiences such as campus involvement that this study confirms. 
 American Indian students who experienced a non-discriminatory climate were 
significantly (p < .05) less likely to be involved. In other words, the more positive the 
perception of campus climate, the less likely a student may get involved in campus clubs 
and organizations. Although this finding may be initially confusing, American Indians 
who experience a non-discriminatory climate may not feel the need to join organizations 
for social support as they might in a discriminatory climate. Thereby in a non-
discriminatory climate American Indian students may focus on quality of involvement 
over quantity for social support. Although current research does not make this specific 
link for American Indians, the connection between quality and quantity of involvement 
within the existing literature (Astin, 1991; Pace, 1984) indicates that within certain 
environments quantity and quality are factors that should be explored further. Overall the 
inclusion of campus climate variables in this study answered a call from prior research 
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(Jackson, 2003; Lundberg, 2007) to explore the effects of campus climate on American 
Indian collegiate outcomes.  
Limitations 
 There are several limitations associated with this study. This section provides an 
overview of the limitations as related to this study’s data, conceptual model, and 
statistical analysis plan.  
 First, this study used cross-sectional data that is often viewed as a limitation when 
using a predictive model.  The primary concern with cross-sectional studies lies in the 
lack of ability to fully control for outcome measures. The use of a self-report 
retrospective design for this study’s pre-college involvement block as a clear pre-college 
control may present concerns. Given the thorough procedures followed during the MSL 
data collection, concerns related to student self-reporting have been mitigated. However 
research has shown that self-report retrospectives are reliable for this type of study 
(Gonyea, 2005).  
The American Indian specific data were comprised of participants who selected 
the American Indian racial demographic category alone, or with another race. This raises 
the issue of how American Indian students identify themselves in the face of an 
increasing opportunity to identify more than one race or as multiracial. Often 
complicating racial identity among American Indians, in particular, are issues related to 
lingering and ongoing effects of past forced assimilation, federal and state policies 
regarding tribal citizenship, phenotype variations, and current campus climate, among 
others. American Indian quantitative data are particularly sensitive to the increasing use 
of multiracial categorizations as these categories may lessen an already statistically 
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powerless percentage of American Indian data representation. Some researchers have 
begun exploring the impact of multiracial categories as they relate to small campus 
populations such as American Indian students (Inkelas et al., 2009). However, this study 
does not enter this discussion but rather takes the broad approach of including all 
American Indian student data as a basis from which to deepen understanding of the 
overall American Indian student involvement experience. Future research, however, may 
attempt to replicate this study by hypothesizing differential outcomes based on how 
American Indian students choose to identify themselves racially (i.e., solely American 
Indian, or American Indian with another race). However, I would caution against this line 
of inquiry using cross-sectional data because these data cannot account for racial identity 
development during college or racial identity instability inherent with American Indian 
student data. Further, this inclusive approach takes a positive, rather than restrictive or 
negative, developmental view of American Indian college student identity. From this 
approach it would be possible to examine within group differences based on how students 
identify, either solely American Indian or together with another race/ethnicity. Simply 
excluding students who mark American Indian with another race from data sets, thus 
assuming they are not “American Indian,” is not a developmentally appropriate approach 
to understanding this student population and should not be done. In fact, doing so would 
seem to not indicate cultural competence for understanding the historical and 
contemporary forces affecting American Indian racial identity development. To examine 
within group differences among American Indian students based on how they complete 
racial demographic data may be an approach to inform research and practice, but should 
always be reported in ways that benefit the broad American Indian community.    
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Data for this study excluded community college students since there were no 
sufficient nationally representative data for this population in the MSL data set. This 
study and its findings are limited to the four-year college context. Further, the MSL data 
related to on campus and off campus residence is a dichotomous variable thereby limiting 
analysis related to the literature on residential proximity to campus and involvement. 
 The MSL single item measuring level of involvement in clubs and organizations 
as a one-item dependent variable may not provide the same level of sophistication as a 
composite measure might if it were available for this particular study. However, the 
measure does capture students’ quality of effort in a type of involvement characterized by 
high degrees of peer interaction. This is important as peer interactions are identified as 
among the most potent of college impact factors (Astin, 1984; Newcomb, 1962; Pace, 
1984; Weidman, 1989). Further, there is evidence that single-item measures may be as 
empirically robust as multiple-item measures (Gardner, et al., 1998). 
Implications for Practice 
 Scholars have suggested that collegiate co-curricular involvement is an important 
factor leading to overall collegiate success including graduation (Astin, 2001; Pascarella 
& Terenzini, 2005).  A major function of many colleges and universities includes 
institutional engagement practices specifically focused on racial and ethnic minority 
students and engagement practices geared to the first and second year experiences (Kuh 
& Hu, 2003; Kuh, et al., 2005).  In fact, many campus buildings exist as primary places 
for campus sponsored student involvement opportunities, namely student unions, 
residence halls, wellness centers, and academic buildings to list a few. Within these 
buildings specific involvement programs are designed, developed, borrowed, and adapted 
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in an attempt to support and facilitate the many developmental needs of students. These 
programs are often based on empirical findings from one of the many strands of research 
on the college student experience. Unfortunately, the research strands informing today’s 
college student development professionals related to American Indian students is modest, 
at best, and as a result provides the fewest findings to inform practice.  
 The findings of this study address several aspects of the quantitative involvement 
literature where American Indians have been conspicuously missing for many years. 
Specifically, this study draws attention to several areas of the American Indian student 
involvement experience including first and second year involvement, faculty and staff 
mentoring relationships, working and living on/off campus, and campus climate.  Further, 
this study indicates that the concept of involvement as it is used in the context of 
American Indian students may not fully capture their overall involvement experience. 
 This study indicates that first and second year American Indian college students 
were significantly less involved than their junior and senior peers. Although more 
involvement is not necessarily better, assisting first and second year American Indian 
students in finding meaningful involvement opportunities that supports their specific 
developmental needs seems indicated.  Rather than assuming an on-campus integration 
perspective as involvement frameworks typically dictate in this circumstance, it would 
seem that developing an appropriate intervention through a structured first and second 
year American Indian outreach program would be a better use of resources. This type of 
program should intentionally include both on and off campus students.  A portion of this 
type of program should also involve connecting American Indian students with faculty 
and student affairs staff as mentors who are culturally competent to support the 
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developmental needs of American Indian students. For American Indian students who are 
working off-campus, opportunities should be included for them to explore on-campus 
employment if appropriate to their circumstance. Further, this type of outreach should not 
be limited to the boundaries of campus. If there are a number of off-campus American 
Indian students, developing off-campus support networks and involvement opportunities 
in their communities may be helpful. These intervention approaches, whether in part or 
whole, could come together to increase American Indian sense of belonging which is 
likely to increase meaningful involvement connections based on the findings of this 
study. 
Implications for Future Research 
 This study responds to the overwhelming call for more student development 
research with American Indian college students. Specifically this study addresses one of 
the many existing gaps in research, and by extension, student affairs practice related to 
student involvement.  As student involvement has been linked to important positive 
collegiate outcomes for college students, American Indian data were mostly missing from 
research reporting these findings. Further, the few studies that do exist related to 
American Indians discuss those who are already involved and therefore more likely to 
succeed in college. Since American Indians are the most likely of all campus racial/ethnic 
groups to leave college before completion (NCES, 2009), it seemed important to see if 
this study could identify campus environments that support American Indian student 
involvement.  
 A primary benefit of this study is that it supports many prior qualitative findings 
related to American Indian college student experiences. These studies were often limited 
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by context and scope. This study (re)calls attention to many of these prior single-campus 
and context specific studies that examined the college environment for American Indian 
students. For example, many of these studies examined campus climate and made 
suggestions for increasing sense of belonging and decreasing discriminatory experiences 
for American Indian students. Although these studies were often cited by other 
researchers, it is not clear whether researchers and administrators believed those 
suggestions for practice were applicable to their campuses. The size of this study’s multi-
institutional American Indian sample suggests prior study results that included similar 
campus environmental variables should be reexamined for inter-institutional 
implications.  
 One important discussion point of this research study involves how higher 
education thinks about the campus construct of involvement and what higher education 
does when student experiences do not seem to fit the research definition of successful 
involvement. Rather than using involvement as an assimilative (or Colonial) tool for a 
supportive campus culture, the question should become how do higher education 
institutions conceptualize involvement to support students who may not fit the traditional 
model?  This research study begins this discussion as it relates to American Indian 
college students. With several of the traditional campus environmental variables, the 
influence on involvement was somewhat predictable. However, when the campus 
environment was not supportive of American Indian student involvement across such 
variables as working off campus and campus climate, this should give researchers pause 
before they make conclusions. More research is needed to test other types of off-campus 
experiences and their effect on involvement. Also, this study’s dependent variable of 
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involvement in campus clubs and organizations could be redesigned to look at other types 
of off-campus involvement as predictors of retention, success, or any number of 
important collegiate outcomes as they relate to American Indian students.  This study also 
indicates a direct connection between high school involvement, and collegiate 
involvement for American Indians should be explored further with other dependent 
variables. Future research related to within group involvement differences across socio-
economic status, distance from home, rural and urban backgrounds, to name a few, 
should be conducted in order to further explore the involvement experiences of American 
Indian college students.  
Conclusion 
 The American Indian research asterisk has prevailed over student development 
research for decades.  Student affairs professionals have been limited in their ability to 
develop evidence-based student development interventions for American Indian student 
involvement. This study addressed an aspect of the research asterisk related to American 
Indian college student involvement through a quantitative multi-institutional study of 99 
campuses with a total of 1,931 American Indian respondents. This study confirms many 
prior study findings with American Indian college students that were limited in scope and 
context and where findings lacked transferability. Several key findings emerged from this 
research study including the importance of pre-college involvement in high school 
academic clubs and holding leadership positions as significant predictors of college 
student involvement. This study indicated the need for specific student development 
interventions for first and second year American Indian students and the need for 
programs that develop faculty and student affairs mentor relationship opportunities. The 
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concept of involvement should not be limited by its historical on-campus context and 
should be viewed as a dynamic process whereby American Indian students are provided 
an opportunity to shape an involvement experience that helps to maintain their sense of 























Regression block research variables with corresponding MSL survey item(s), response 
choices, and model variable type. 
 
Regression Block #1: Demographics 
Regression 
Block 
Measure Variables & 
Corresponding 
MSL Item (s) 





    
Category What is your 
gender? 
(MSL: Dem 7.1) 
 Female (1) 




What is your age? 
(MSL: Dem 6) 
Open Response Input 
Category First Generation 
College Student? 
(MSL: Dem 14.1) 
First Generation (1) 
 




Regression Block #2: Pre-College Involvement (Quasi pre-test) 
Regression 
Block 
Measure Variables & 
Corresponding 
MSL Item 






Category Looking back to 
when you were in 
high school, how 
often did you engage 
in the following 
activities: 
 Input 






Very Often (4) 
Input 
-Pep Club, School 






Very Often (4) 
Input 
-Performing Arts (ex, 
band, orchestra, 






Very Often (4) 
Input 
-Academic clubs (ex, 
science fair, math 
club, debate club, 
foreign language 






Very Often (4) 
Input 
-Organized sports 









Very Often (4) 
Leadership Positions 














Very Often (4) 
Input 












Regression Block #3:Student Characteristics 
Regression 
Block 
Measure Variables & 
Corresponding 
MSL Item 






Category (Transfer)  
Did you begin your 
college at your 




Started Here (1) 
Started Elsewhere (2) 
Environment 
Category (Enrollment Status)  






Less than full-time (2) 
Environment 
Category (Class Standing) 
What is your current 













Regression Block #4: Institutional Characteristics 
Regression 
Block 
Measure Variables & 
Corresponding 
MSL Item 






Continuous  American Indian 
Compositional 
Representation 
(if RQ1 is correlated 
/predictive) 





Small (<3,000) (1) 
Medium (3,001-10,000) (2) 




Category Carnegie Type 
(institution reported) 
Research Extensive (1) 




Regression Block #5: Student Interactions 
Regression 
Block 
Measure Variables & 
Corresponding 
MSL Item(s) 





 Since you started at 
your current 
college/university, 
how often have the 
following types of 
mentors assisted you 
in your growth or 
development? 
 Environment 












































Category Are you currently 
working OFF 
CAMPUS in a job 






Category If MSL: Env1 is not, 
then respondent is 
directed to: 


















Regression Block #6: Campus Climate 
Regression 
Block 
Measure Variables & 
Corresponding 
MSL Item(s) 

















Strongly Agree (5) 
Environment 





Non - Discriminatory 
Climate 




























































Belonging Climate - - -  .83 .93 .87 
Non -Discriminatory 
Climate 
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